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 Seals are hand-held printing blocks inscribed with some pattern, generally text. 
They were objects of immense power and prestige in imperial China. This dissertation 
examines the modern afterlife of inscribed seals against the backdrop of the decline and 
collapse of an imperial era order of knowledge and social status, the rise of modern 
consumer markets and mass culture, and the local accommodation of modern disciplines 
that promoted new ways of classifying and engaging the material world.  
 In late imperial China (ca. 1600s-1800s), seals legitimized the rule of the emperor 
and his civil servants and marked the taste and erudition of the literati elite. As hand-held 
printing blocks that replicated in ink small textual signs, they produced authorizing marks 
of personhood and office and attracted elite collectors as calligraphic compositions of 
antiquarian interest. In modern China, seals proliferated within the cosmopolitan material 
culture of cities like Hangzhou and Shanghai. As the seal was transformed following the 
disintegration the imperial system, its multifaceted meanings and functions were 
increasingly subsumed under a monolithic category of “Chinese seal” as art object. The 
making of the “Chinese seal” as a representative fine art and marker of a distinctive 
Chinese culture evolved out of the diverse ways in which the carvers, consumers, 
scholars, and users of seals defined the object’s significance in a modern world. This 
dissertation is thus structured around the new social venues in which the seal emerged in 
the first four decades of the twentieth century, from the final years of imperial rule 




 The seal in premodern China was not an unchanging part of a traditional material 
culture. Its uses and significance had already undergone dramatic, historically contingent, 
transformations before the twentieth century. Chapter one broadly examines the 
multifaceted functions of the seal through Chinese history, and explains the emergence of 
the seal as an object of literati fascination in the late imperial period.  
 The relationship between seal carving and the literati way of life would have to be 
at least partially displaced for seal carving to survive China’s transition to a more mass-
oriented society. Chapter two demonstrates how members of the Xiling Seal Society 
(founded 1904), the first-ever specialized institution devoted to seal carving and 
inscriptions celebrated literati values of amateurism and exclusivity while simultaneously 
contributing to the commodification, public visibility, and transformation of literati seal 
carving. The Xiling Seal Society, as a modern heritage institution based in Hangzhou, 
had a commercial counterpart in Shanghai with a national and international consumer 
base. Chapter three uses catalogues of this business and its offshoots as evidence of the 
crucial role of the market in transmitting and modifying seal carving and related aspects 
of elite material culture after the collapse of the imperial order. While the Shanghai 
Xiling Seal Society positioned itself against a vulgarization of seal carving in 
contemporary society, it incrementally detached the seal from a broader framework of 
imperial era knowledge production and ultimately marketed it as a customizable 
commodity suitable to the needs of the modern consumer.  
 Chapters 4 and 5 examine the emerging categorization of the seal as a fine art 
object. Through an examination of how-to manuals published during the Republican 




and how their practical instruction aimed at a general reader marked a transformation of 
the concept of amateurism. Chapter 5 looks at the seal’s incorporation into state-
sponsored national exhibitions of fine art held in 1929 and 1937 and the tensions 
produced by the collision of connoisseurship culture with the mass pedagogy of 
“aesthetic education.” The categorization of seal carving as fine art can be understood as 
the grafting of an exogenous classification system onto a local practice. But this new 
categorization did not only transform the seal, it also transformed the very category of 
“fine arts” as it was understood in China.  
 The final chapter examines the seal as an object of scholarly inquiry and the 
relationship between seals, seal carving, and an indigenous field of metal and stone 
inscription study (jinshi). The second director of the Xiling Seal Society, a scholar named 
Ma Heng, incorporated seals into his vision of metal and stone inscription study as a sub-
discipline of modern historical scholarship. Ma Heng judged seal carving not by the 
aesthetics of the seal composition, but by the integrity of the archaic text as an accurately 
rendered play upon epigraphic models. His insistence that seal carving be understood as 
an expression of scholarship serves as a reminder of how awkwardly imperial era 
practices of connoisseurship and knowledge production mapped onto a modern field of 
disciplines, with their hardened boundaries between the arts and the sciences.  
 Today, the Chinese government promotes seal carving as a representative part of 
an ancient and enduring Chinese culture. As examined in the dissertation’s epilogue, the 
People’s Republic of China has succeeded in having “the art of Chinese seal engraving” 
inscribed on the UNESCO list of intangible cultural heritage of humanity. The seal has 




been possible because the seal proved useful, significant, and accessible to people in the 
early twentieth century even after the imperial system that had accounted for the object’s 




TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Illustrations           ii 
 
Acknowledgements          iv 
 
Introduction             1 
 
1. The Multi-Faceted Seal         15 
 
2. A Place for Literati Culture in the Modern World: The Hangzhou    
Xiling Seal Society          46 
   
3. Books, Art, Ink, Seals: From Heritage Preservation to Customizable 
Commodities           95 
         
4. One Knife and One Stone: Seal Carving Manuals and the  
Transformation of Amateurism                  150 
      
5. Connoisseurship and Aesthetic Education in Republican China’s 
State Sponsored Fine Arts Exhibitions, 1929 and 1937               182 
  
6. Producing Knowledge, Making Things: Seals, Antiquarianism and the  
Scientific Study of the Past        231 
      
Epilogue: From Literati Culture to the Heritage of Humanity   281 
  
 
Bibliography          288 

















List of Figures 
 
1. Six-sided seal of Ding Jing             39  
 
2. Rubbing of the Han San Lao stele with Ding Bing colophon        52 
 
3. Imprint of seal carved by Wu Zhenping, “Xiling Han stone” 西泠漢石       54 
 
4. Statue of Ding Jing at the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society         58 
 
5. Ding Ren and Wu Yin enjoying seals           80 
 
6. Photograph of Xiling Seal Society members          80 
 
7. Xiang Shengmo and Zhang Qi, Venerable Friends, 1652         80 
 
8. Hall of Taking Pleasure in Viewing stele rubbing          83 
 
9. Stele rubbing from Wu Changshuo, “Xiling yinshe ji”         84 
 
10. Ding Jing side inscription rubbing and seal imprint, “Young Liang” 小梁              86 
 
11. Imprint of seal by Wu Yin, “Wu Yin, Shiquan, fifty years old in bingchen  
year [1916] changes his style name to Qianquan” 吳隱石潛五十更號潛泉    102 
 
12. Xiling Seal Society Catalogue of Metal and Stone, Seal Albums, Rubbings,  
and Collected Books西泠印社金石印譜法帖藏書 title page                                     108 
 
13. Xiling Seal Society trademark          128 
 
14. Seal composition style illustration pages                    139 
 
15. Seal composition style illustration page with reproduced seal imprints of  
“Collected Book of Antian” 安田藏書 and “Seal of Han Yunjie” 漢雲階印              140 
 
16. Seal imprints with unorthodox scripts         145 
 
17. Han Dynasty name seal imprints reproduced in Kong Yunbai’s how-to manual   170 
 
18. How to hold and move the knife correctly, illustrated in Kong Yunbai’s how-to 





19. Practicing the composition       176 
 
20. Carving Squares         178 
 
21. Meizhan exhibition broadsheet with Cai Yuanpei calligraphy and seal  196 
 
22. Feng Zikai, “Useless Painting”       207 
 
23. Rubbings from intact clay seals       257 
 
24. Rubbings from damaged clay seals      258 
 
25. Rubbings and photographs from clay seals in Ma Heng’s album  262 
 
26. Stratigraphic Map of Anyang excavation site     266 
 
27. Dong Zuobin’s hand-drawn illustrations of oracle bones   267 
 
28. Evolution of the character “ji” as presented by Dong Zuobin   270  
 
 
List of Tables 
 
1. Seal albums marketed by the Xiling Seal Society, 1916        116-118 
 
2. Content outline of a Xiling Seal Society catalogue, 1929        125-126 
 
3. Bao Kai’s learning stages, The Art of Making Seals               171 
 
4. Organization of displays, First National Fine Arts Exhibition (1929)  200 
 
5. Categories of items lent by the Chinese government to the International  
Exhibition of Chinese Art in London       218 
 













 When I arrived at Columbia University as an MA student, I was fortunate to take 
a number of classes with outstanding faculty members who later became the core of my 
dissertation committee. Eugenia Lean has supported me every step of the way. This 
dissertation could not have been written without her. Dorothy Ko is a muse. Madeleine 
Zelin is generous with her time, direct in her feedback, and inspiring in her depth of 
historical knowledge. Pamela Smith proves that the academic work of the historian is 
consistent with curiosity, passion, and innovation. Shang Wei, who joined my 
dissertation committee after hearing a mock job talk based on one of the chapters, gave 
me a much-needed jolt of enthusiasm in the final months of writing. I also received 
guidance and inspiration from Kim Brandt, Gray Tuttle, Carol Gluck, Lydia Liu, and 
Robert E. Harrist Jr.  
 At Columbia, my brilliant classmates, included Dan Asen, Adam Bronson, 
Sayaka Chatani, Anatoly Detwyler, Arunabh Ghosh, Gal Gvili, Meha Priyadarshini, 
Chelsea Schieder, Brian Tsui, Stacey Van Vleet, Tim Yang, and Zhong Yurou. I am 
inspired by their intellect but most grateful for their friendship. Special thanks goes to 
Sayaka and Gal, and to Spencer and Jesse Richardson-Jones, for their solidarity during 
my final write-up year.   
 Research for this dissertation was funded by a Fulbright-Hays Doctoral 
Dissertation Research Abroad Grant. I can only hope that this important source of 
funding for doctoral research will remain available in the future. Much of my research 




professional. The Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences was an excellent host institution 
and special thanks goes to Xiong Yuezhi for pointing me in the direction of some 
important sources. Professor Zhang Zhongmin, Huangfu Qiushi, and Jia Qinhan of Fudan 
University were very welcoming. Ren Wei taught me the rudiments of seal carving. 
Zheng Lu gave me friendship, home-cooking, and a Chinese hometown in Ningguo.   
 The Berkeley-Academia Sinica Winter Institute (January 2010) provided me an 
opportunity to meet other graduate students in Chinese history and scholars in Taiwan. 
During my stay in Taipei, I was especially fortunate to meet Wang Cheng-hua of the 
Academia Sinica. I presented different parts of my dissertation research at the 2010 
Association of Asian Studies Conference and at the 2011 Berkeley-Stanford Graduate 
Student Conference in Modern Chinese Humanities and I thank everyone who worked 
hard to make the panels I joined such successes.   
 My first trip to China was with the School Year Abroad program. I remain 
grateful to Middle School Number 2 in Beijing and to John McLoughlin, among others. 
My path to a PhD might have been faster had I done my BA at a research university. But 
the path I travelled was more fulfilling, especially due to the guidance of Andrew Hsieh 
of Grinnell College. Grinnell also gave me many friendships. Thanks, especially, to Amy 
Shebeck, who hosted me in Benin and visited me in China and New York.  
 This dissertation is dedicated to my family. To Roger Clow, Lynn  
Petersen, and Douglas Clow. To the memory of my grandparents, Evelyn and Ray 
Davidson. To Randee Lawrence. To Dana Lawrence (who copy-edited the entire 
dissertation!). To Noah and Megan, Robin and Rachel. To Collin: we made it. And to 






 Seals are hand-held printing blocks inscribed with a pattern, generally text. In 
China, they have been used for thousands of years. In different ways at different 
historical junctures, seals were objects of enormous power and significance. In ancient 
China, when the written word had an almost sacred status, the seal manifested and 
legitimized the emperor’s supreme authority. Throughout the imperial period, the 
conferral of seals gave officials the power to act as representatives of the state and bound 
them to the imperial center. In the late Ming dynasty (ca. 1600), the seal emerged as a 
prominent collector’s item, prized for its antiquity or for its archaic calligraphic 
aesthetics. Increasingly, the elite used seals as signs of self and agency and also carved 
them to showcase their calligraphic talent and knowledge of ancient script. In the mid to 
late Qing dynasty (eighteenth-nineteenth centuries), seals accrued even greater prestige 
within elite circles as the study of metal and stone inscriptions became a privileged field 
of evidential scholarship. 
 If the above offers a compact description of seals in Chinese history, the “Chinese 
seal” is something altogether different. The “Chinese seal” is a conception of a material 
culture genre that subsumes the various historical functions of inscribed print blocks into 
a narrative of continuity, singularity, and above all, national and civilizational 
representativeness. This dissertation is about the tentative emergence of a “Chinese seal” 
concept in the early twentieth century. It examines how an object of power and prestige, 




modern heritage projects, consumer markets, mass culture, and the local accommodation 
of new disciplines and knowledge categories, especially the “fine arts.”  
 The title of this dissertation – the Chinese seal in the Making – emphasizes the 
historical constructedness of the “Chinese seal” as a concept, and the halting, open-ended 
process by which different types of seals and their functions were incompletely folded 
into a monolithic category of “Chinese seal” as art object. The title also signals the 
importance of the seal as a fabricated thing, something made by carving a pliable surface 
with a knife, a literal act of making. It was only because seals continued to be made, 
because they continued to be carved, and also reproduced in albums and on documents, 
that the seal survived the demise of the imperial system and emerged within the modern 
venues examined in this dissertation: a heritage institution, specialized businesses 
involved in the commodification of culture, how-to manuals, fine arts exhibitions, and 
academic discourse. Within these venues, the seal and seal carving emerged as a 
component of China’s modern material culture.  
 The central concern of this history of the seal in modern China is the 
transformation of particular, local practices of making, connoisseurship, and knowledge 
production within a modern context. It does not comprehensively examine different types 
of seals and their functions in political, commercial, and aesthetic contexts in the modern 
world. Instead, it seeks to answer the question of how the seal and seal carving, as a 
social technology that contributed to the reproduction of the literati elite (and thus the 
imperial regime), survived the disintegration of the imperial era social order.  
 As such, this dissertation contributes to scholarship on the afterlife of premodern 




moved well beyond an old tradition-modernity binary that assumed that “Chinese 
tradition” was an impediment to modernization that had to be overcome.1 Research on 
China’s premodern period has challenged that framework by demonstrating how 
characteristics of a modern, or at least early modern, society were already present in 
China well before the nineteenth century. Historians of modern China, meanwhile, have 
made use of, and modified, the historiographic concept of invented traditions and have 
exposed superficially “traditional” Chinese practices as modern inventions or 
reinventions.2 Others have shown how imperial-era institutions and practices that were 
not invented by the state or nationalist ideologues were nevertheless useful to the modern 
state and to nation building.3  
 In the early twentieth century the seal was neither an invented tradition nor a 
useful tool of nation building or statecraft. Seals found a place in modern society, and 
eventually became an emblem of Chinese culture, despite not having much initial utility 
                                                        
1 An early critique of the tradition-modernity framework appears in Paul Cohen, Discovering History in 
China: American Historical Writing on the Recent Chinese Past (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1984).  
 
2 Invented traditions, according to the original articulation, are “responses to novel situations which take the 
form of reference to old situations.” Eric Hobsbawm and Terrance Ranger, The Invention of Tradition 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 2. Examples of scholarship in Chinese history that have 
shown how the apparently old (literati painting, Beijing Opera) and traditional in China were actually, in 
their modern forms, quite new includes Aida Yuen Wong, Parting the Mists: Discovering Japan and the 
Rise of National-Style Painting in Modern China (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2006) and Joshua 
Goldstein, Drama Kings: Players and Publics in the Re-Creation of Peking Opera, 1870-1937 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007.  
 
3 Consider, for instance, studies that have shown how the state or publics concerned with building national 
community made use of religious practices in the modern period, as examined in Gray Tuttle, Tibetan 
Buddhists in the Making of Modern China (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005) and Xun Liu, 
Daoist Modern: Innovation, Lay Practice, and the Community of Inner Alchemy in Republican China 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009). Other examples of cultural formations established in the 
imperial period that became central to the modern state or the building of national identity are forensic 
practices and native place associations, as examined, for instance, in Dan Asen, “Dead Bodies and Forensic 
Science: Cultures of Expertise in China, 1800-1949,” (PhD thesis, Columbia University, 2012) and Bryna 
Goodman, Native Place, City, and Nation: Regional Networks and Identities in Shanghai, 1853-1937 




as a nationalist symbol. The seal was, ironically, too culturally distinctive to become an 
obvious icon of cultural heritage. Like painting and opera, seal carving and 
connoisseurship had been a part of the constellation of activities enjoyed by the late 
imperial social elite.  But while literati ink painting was reinvented as “national painting” 
and Chinese opera as “national drama,” no corresponding concept of “national seal 
carving” emerged.4 This is easily explained by the fact that what tends to get enshrined as 
national culture are not those things most distinctive to “the nation,” but rather those 
things most distinctive in comparison to commensurable cultural formations of other 
national or civilizational groups. Literati painting and Chinese opera provided clear 
contrasts to western realist painting and spoken drama. Literati seal carving simply had 
no counterpart. Though seals were sometimes upheld as the Chinese way of 
authenticating documents in comparison to western signatures, mainstream ideological 
attempts to define or build a Chinese national culture largely overlooked the seal during 
the first half of the twentieth century. 
 Seals did, however, proliferate within modern society. This proliferation can be 
related to two almost contradictory characteristics of the seal in the modern period. It had 
a high culture aura connected to elite connoisseurship and exclusivity. At the same time it 
was, to use an unglamorous term, a handy object, easily made accessible to a broader 
audience both as a consumer product and as the focus of an amateur creative pastime. 
                                                        






This ‘handiness’ of the seal, combined with its connotations of elegance and erudition, 
accounted for its expanded circulation.5  
 The seal had epitomized the high culture of the literati lifestyle for it combined 
many of the preoccupations of the educated elite. It presented writing in an aesthetically 
pleasing way. With its archaic inscriptions, it engaged scholarly knowledge of antiquity. 
A personal seal, moreover, gave its owner the ability to literally put his mark on culture 
by imprinting a graphic representation of selfhood on things, such as paintings and books, 
that circulated within elite networks. For practitioners of seal carving as a self-expressive 
creative act, seals provided links to local, but transtemporal, communities of elite seal 
carvers and scholars. It was in the city of Hangzhou and surrounding areas of Zhejiang 
province that this passion for seals was most deeply felt. In this region, the remaking of 
society in the wake of the Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864) provoked deep anxieties and in 
turn inspired innovative, strategic approaches toward the preservation and transmission of 
not just seal carving, but the very literati lifestyle that had produced the seal as a social 
technology.6  
                                                        
5 In examining the afterlife of the seal beyond the framework of state utility or the building of national 
culture, this dissertation takes a cue from Dipesh Chakrabarty’s critique of the invented traditions 
framework as overly focused on ideological agency at the expense of a fuller exploration of the sentimental 
and habitual “cultural training of our senses” that often provided the material foundation for the ideological 
reinvention of tradition. See his “Afterword: Revisiting the Tradition/Modernity Binary,” in Mirror of 
Modernity: Invented Traditions of Modern Japan, ed. Stephen Vlastos (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1998), 294. In studies of modern China, scholars have also used categories of analysis like gender 
and cosmopolitanism to upset the old binaries of tradition/modernity without recourse to nationalist or 
state-centered narratives. See, for instance, Grace Fong, Nanxiu Qian, and Harriet Zurndorfer eds., Beyond 
Tradition & Modernity: Gender, Genre, and Cosmopolitanism in Late Qing China (Leiden: Brill, 2004) 
and Meng Yue, Shanghai and the Edges of Empires (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006).  
 
6 For an excellent discussion of technology as a set of socially embedded communicative practices, see 
Francesca Bray, Technology and Gender: Fabrics of Power in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1997), especially the Introduction. Bray critiques the Eurocentric and teleological 
conflation of technology and science and argues for a conception of technologies as material practices that 




 The high culture aura of the seal was combined with an everyday utility, as well 
as material features that made seals accessible to a broader audience. As a functional tool 
of practical authentication, the use of the seal expanded in modern society. This led to the 
vulgarization of seal carving. Seals were increasingly carved with non-archaic scripts, for 
instance. But if expanded circulation led to the carving of purely functional seals with 
little aesthetic or antiquarian interest, it also provided a livelihood for those seal carvers 
who actively transmitted late imperial elite seal carving styles. For the consumer, 
customized seals could be acquired and used without any knowledge, on their part, about 
calligraphic aesthetics or epigraphic precedents. For amateur makers of seals, a similar 
lack of knowledge did not prevent them from easily learning the rudiments of seal 
carving, which at the most basic level demanded nothing more than the ability to carve 
copied patterns into a pliable surface. For the more ambitious collector or practitioner, 
albums featuring the imprints of ancient and late imperial seals were more available than 
ever before. Unlike the picture books that used new technologies like collotype to 
reproduce and publicize famous paintings in the early twentieth century, seals could be 
replicated without distorting the original size or chromatic spectrum. The very materiality 
of the seal as a technology of reproduction lent itself to dissemination to new audiences 
in the modern period.  
 While this dissertation argues that the seal proliferated in early twentieth century 
China largely in the absence of concerted ideological attempts to reinvent it as an emblem 
of national culture, this does not mean that its modern afterlife was untouched by the vast 
changes provoked by China’s transition from imperial regime to nation state. China’s 




entailed a total reordering of local categories of knowledge and disciplines. Two 
especially significant catalysts to this process were the Sino-Japanese War (1894) and the 
New Culture Movement (1917-1920s). In both cases, the shock of China’s weakness 
when confronted with imperialist incursions prompted a recoding of indigenous fields of 
knowledge and practices to conform to the apparently universal categories of the modern 
disciplines, with their clearly defined boundaries between the sciences and the arts.7   
 Even within the context of unequal power relationships, however, a modern 
disciplinary framework did not simply overwhelm earlier ways of organizing knowledge 
and practice. Recognizing this, an ongoing publication series on the formations of 
disciplines in modern China has called for increased attention to the “indigenization” of 
knowledge systems through the interaction of Chinese and Western “grammars of 
knowledge construction.”8 The disciplinary framework within which knowledge about 
                                                        
7 See, for instance, Meng, Shanghai, chap. 1 and conclusion and Goldstein, Drama Kings. Both authors 
discuss the transformation of local and/or heterogeneous practices related to scholarship (Meng Yue) and 
drama (Goldstein) in the context of colonial modernity. In discussing the growing dominance of the 
categories of xixue (Western learning) and kexue (science) after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894, Meng Yue 
writes that the lexical change “overcoded what used to be the mixed practice” of the earlier and culturally 
diffuse “gezhi studies with Western modernity” (27). Goldstein notes in his discussion of the modern 
theorization of Beijing Opera as a form of Chinese drama that the categorization of Beijing Opera as drama 
demonstrates the process whereby colonial power is imposed through the “inflation of arbitrary European 
cultural categories into universals and the forced recoding of non-Western cultural forms into these 
categories” (145). Compare, James Hevia, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-
Century China (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). Hevia’s book redresses a general neglect of 
imperial era material culture in modern China, but only to show how objects of imperial power, including 
imperial seals, were desacralized through acts of imperialist “symbolic appropriation” (277). What all of 
these studies share is an attentiveness to the role of an unequal power dynamic shaped by modern 
imperialism in the remaking of local knowledge categories, material culture, and practices in China.   
 
8 John Makeham, “About the Series: The Formation and Development of Academic Disciplines in 
Twentieth-Century China,” in Transforming History: The Making of a Modern Academic Discipline in 
Twentieth-Century China, ed. Brian Moloughney and Peter Zarrow (Hong Kong: The Chinese University 
Press, 2011), vii-viii. What is needed in scholarship on the local emergence of modern disciplines in China 
is scholarship that adopts something like the methodology of “translingual practice” proposed by Lydia Liu 
in Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture, and Translated Modernity - China, 1900-1937 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995). Liu argues that instead of writing the narrative of Chinese 
history as one of continuity (the persistence of tradition) or transition (from tradition to modernity), we 
should “focus on the ways in which intellectual resources from the West and from China’s past are cited, 




seals, and seals themselves, were produced proves a useful case for interrogating the local 
rise of modern disciplines in China. First, it serves as a reminder that premodern Chinese 
knowledge systems were not inertly waiting for a jolt from the west in the late imperial 
period. The study of seals and the literati making of seals were not age old practices in 
China, but rather inventions of the late imperial period, and the boundaries between seal 
carving, scholarship on seals, and a wider field of scholarship on metal and stone 
inscribed objects were already subject to debate before the arrival of a modern (western) 
disciplinary framework. Second, the study and making of seals blurred the boundary 
between aesthetic creativity and objective scholarship. Seals and seal carving did not map 
onto a modern field of disciplines very easily. Its incorporation into the modern 
disciplines shows the process of indigenization at work and also illuminates the limits of 
indigenization.  
 It was largely as a “fine art” that the seal achieved a place in the modern world 
detached from the narrow social constituency of the literati, but accruing to itself a 
cultural status in excess of its functional purposes in everyday life. That this is so is 
indicated by the fact that the limited English-language scholarship on seals in modern 
China has invariantly focused on the seal as art.9 The seal’s relationship to calligraphy 
and painting, its emergence as a medium of creative self-expression in the late imperial 
period, and the increased assertiveness of some modern practitioners in presenting their 
skill with the carving knife as a central part of their expertise all facilitated the seal’s re-
categorization as a fine art object. As an art of writing connected to the study of ancient 
inscriptions, seals expanded the scope of the fine arts field beyond its western paradigm. 
                                                        
9 For instance, Jason Kuo, Word as Image: the Art of Chinese Seal Engraving (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1992) and Qianshen Bai, “The World within a Square Inch: Modern Developments in 




But the fine arts as a humanistic discipline was more receptive to local adaptation than 
were the sciences. The scholarly methodologies that seal carvers applied to their 
compositional designs did not achieve an acknowledged place within the social scientific 




 In examining the history of the seal in modern China, the temporal focus of this 
dissertation is the first four decades of the twentieth century. The specific time frame of 
1904-1937 references two significant events, the founding of the Xiling Seal Society, the 
first formal institution to promote seal carving, and the Second National Fine Arts 
Exhibition. This period, from the final years of imperial rule to the end of the Nanjing 
Decade (1928-1937), was a time of profound social, political, and epistemological flux in 
China. The decline and collapse of an imperial system coincided with, and was followed 
by, diverse attempts at revolutionizing Chinese culture and society. New technologies, 
lifestyles, and ideas inundated the country, and especially its major urban areas. In this 
age of modernization, the seal – an object deeply associated with imperial China and its 
ruling classes – did not become obsolete.  
Within this broad time frame, this dissertation is only roughly chronological. 
Individual chapters thematically examine new venues in which seals or ideas about seals 
circulated in the modern period. Chapter 1 gives an overview of the multi-faceted 
functions of the seal and the reasons the seal was such a powerful object in Chinese 
history. The seal underwent multiple transformations before the modern period, the most 




literati men of the late imperial period used seals as printing blocks and tools of 
authentication, they also made and enjoyed seals as objects of aesthetic interest and 
scholarly fascination. This chapter analyzes a masterpiece by the Qing dynasty carver 
Ding Jing to demonstrate the many ways in which making and using seals contributed to 
the production of elite social identity. While literati culture survived the literati, this 
relationship between seal carving and techniques of distinction of an exclusive social 
group would have to be partially displaced for seal carving to survive China’s transition 
to a more mass-oriented society.  
 Chapters 2 and 3 provide two perspectives on the Xiling Seal Society, the first 
ever specialized institution devoted to seals and inscribed artifacts. Art historians have 
made limited reference to this institution, usually because of its famous first director, Wu 
Changshuo, who was one of the most esteemed and commercially successful artists 
working in the media of seal carving, calligraphy, and painting in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. Often characterized as a fine arts association, a fuller appraisal of 
the institution in chapter 2 demonstrates that, in its original conception, it was developed 
more as a membership-based social club and gathering place, meant to preserve not just 
seals and metal-and-stone artifacts, but specific modes of social interaction. The early 
members of the institution, which was founded in Hangzhou in 1904, nostalgically 
celebrated the exclusivity and amateurism that ideally characterized literati scholarship 
and seal carving, as emblematized by the person of Ding Jing. Yet the institution was a 
strategic, and modern, response to the actual disintegration of the literati monopoly on 
cultural authority. Through the corporatization of property and institutionalized 




engagement (like the “elegant gathering”), it sought to create a place for literati culture in 
the modern world.  
 The shoring up of literati material culture and social practices was ultimately 
inseparable from the commodification of culture. While the founders and members of the 
Xiling Seal Society maintained an exclusive social collective, the institution had a 
Shanghai counterpart (of the same name) that functioned as a private business with an 
expanding consumer base. Chapter three examines this business, its offshoots, and their 
role in the commodification of culture during the Republican period. Through analysis of 
commercial catalogues from the 1910s through the 1930s, the chapter argues that the 
marketing strategies of these businesses incrementally detached the seal from a more 
general framework of imperial era text-centered knowledge. In doing so, the business 
contributed to a democratization of connoisseurship, even as it positioned itself against 
the vulgarization of seal carving in contemporary life.  
 If businesses made seals and other products of elite material culture more 
accessible, seal carving manuals published during the Republican period introduced how-
to knowledge about making seals to new audiences. Chapter 4 examines how authors of 
such manuals characterized their expertise and addressed their readership at a time when 
seal carving was being integrated into the fine arts. These manuals characteristically 
differentiated between two types of maker: the seal craftsman and the seal artist. While 
they presented the seal artist as a maker who had mastered calligraphic composition and 
archaic script forms, the authors of the manuals presented seal artistry as the result of 
dedicated practice, and not as a by-product of a particular social identity. These manuals 




Once an ideal based on the assumption that refined cultural practices like seal carving and 
painting were the leisure activities of scholar-officials, now the best seal artists were 
professional carvers, while amateurs were simply beginners.  
 It was the popularity of seal carving amongst makers and consumers that led to its 
inclusion in China’s first two state-sponsored fine arts exhibitions, which took place in 
Shanghai in 1929 and Nanjing in 1937. As a part of these exhibitions, the subject of 
chapter 5, the seal-as-art intersected with the social project of aesthetic education, or in 
other words, the ideological use of beauty for the sake of molding a national citizenry. 
Seals and other arts of writing occupied a marginal place in the exhibitions when 
compared to painting, but they warrant attention for the way they challenged certain 
assumptions about the nature of the fine arts and the role of the state in making them 
available to a mass audience for the first time. Seals evoked an alternative mode of elitist, 
intimate engagement with material culture that was at odds with the exhibition’s model of 
mass arts education. Yet in evoking this old elitism, seals in the exhibition served as an 
implicit critique of a new elitist hierarchy promoted by politically dogmatic uses of art: 
the divide between the knowledgeable professional and the emotional mass audience. 
 Not all practitioners and scholars of seals were satisfied with the increasingly 
dominant understanding of the seal as art object. Even as it was integrated into the fine 
arts, seal carving remained closely associated with an indigenous field of artifact and 
inscription study: jinshi, or epigraphic antiquarianism. Chapter 6 examines attempts by 
the second director of the Xiling Seal Society, a scholar named Ma Heng, to modernize 
the field of jinshi as a sub-discipline of history during his time as a Beijing University 




prepared by Ma Heng, an album of clay seals that he edited, the contrasting case of 
archeological reports published by the Academia Sinica, and an essay by Ma Heng on the 
history and making of seals, this chapter characterizes Ma Heng’s methodological 
approach to artifacts as encyclopedic and precise in its attentiveness to the discreet 
artifacts. Such an approach to things typified the scholarly culture of the Qing dynasty, 
which facilitated cross-fertilization between the study and creative manipulation of 
inscriptions. For modern social scientists, the jinshi methodology was overly focused on 
the particular and failed to properly apply details about individual artifacts toward larger 
hypotheses. The art of seal carving thus became a venue for the perpetuation of scholarly 
methodologies rejected by the modern sciences.  
 
Seals beyond Seals 
 It should be clear by the above overview that this dissertation does not present a 
history of the seal in modern China that uses seals themselves as the primary source of 
evidence. While this project was inspired by and makes use of material culture 
approaches to historical inquiry, the focus here is on the social venues within which seals 
newly emerged at a particularly tumultuous period of Chinese history. To borrow a 
phrase often applied to certain literati seal carvers of the Qing dynasty, this dissertation 
“seeks seals beyond seals.” That phrase is generally applied to seal carvers, like Zhao 
Zhiqian of the nineteenth century, who used inscriptions other than seals as epigraphic 
models, incorporating features of antique stone stele, coins, and tiles into seal 
compositions. This dissertation seeks seals beyond seals in a different way, by examining 




instructed beginner carvers in how to make them, exhibitions that displayed them, and 
new ways of categorizing them. It deals primarily with evidence external to the objects 
themselves, a methodology opposite to that of Ma Heng, whose study of material culture 
started with discreet things and sought, first and foremost, to elucidate the “material truth 
of the object.”10  
 The materiality of the seal was, however, crucial to its post-imperial afterlife. The 
seal was, despite all of its high culture connotations, an intimate object that could be 
grasped in the hand and used as an extension of the body. The utility and handiness of the 
seal as a printing block enabled its continued production, both as art object and as 
functional tool, long after political upheaval and modernization fundamentally reordered 
the social conditions that had made the seal an object of elite power and prestige. The 
making of the “Chinese seal,” which remains an ongoing process, depended on the 











                                                        












 A cultural history of the seal in modern China must start by raising a simple 
question: what is a seal? A further pertinent question may be added: what is a Chinese 
seal? In Shanghai, a tourist can visit the “Gallery of Chinese Seals” at the Shanghai 
Museum and view artifacts ranging from bronze official seals made by craftsmen 
thousands of years ago to stone seals carved by late imperial literati as miniature 
calligraphic masterpieces. The same tourist could them commission their own carved seal 
by purchasing a stone and about ten minutes of a carver’s time at any number of market 
or airport stalls. There is an assumption that these things – ancient seals, literati seals, and 
seals made as tourist souvenirs – are all, somehow, the same type of thing, a single genre 
of material culture with a long and continuous history. But something called the Chinese 
seal was still in the process of coming into existence in the early twentieth century.  
 Writing not of seals, but of gardens, Craig Clunas has challenged the tendency to 
present aspects of “Chinese” material culture in ahistorical and culturally essentialized 
ways. Clunas began his monograph on Ming “garden culture” with the following 
statement.  
This book does not present a history of ‘the Chinese garden’. It is written out of a 
distrust that such a thing exists. What I attempt to do is give an account of some 
of the discursive practices surrounding the idea of a garden among the ruling 
society of China, in a restricted geographical area between c. 1450 and 1650.11  
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Further along, Clunas continued,  
My account begins relatively abruptly. There is no examination of the philological 
roots of the various terms translated as ‘garden’, nor are there citations of 
instances of those words in classical Chinese texts of the Bronze Age. This is a 
conscious strategy of reading, a refusal to make the equation of origins with 
essences, which is one of the central practices of orientalism.12 
 
If you replace the word “garden” with “seal,” Clunas’ description of the type of literature 
that his book was “written against” perfectly recalls any number of books about the 
Chinese seal that emphasize its continuous history over millenia. Here, for instance, is the 
beginning of Sun Weizu’s brief, general English-language introduction to the topic, 
Chinese Seals: Carving Authority and Creating History. 
The use of seals and the practice of seal carving in China have a history of over 
3,000 years. While it is true that in ancient Babylon, there have been unearthed 
cylindrical seals crafted of pottery and engraved with cuneiform or picture 
patterns, these were later to evolve into other forms, while the ancestry of Chinese 
seals has remained largely unchanged ‘in its basic form’ throughout the 
centuries.13  
 
Sun Weizu emphasized the continuity and antiquity of Chinese seals against the case of 
other civilizations. The author of another general overview of the topic, titled simply 
Chinese Seal, began his book by incorporating global “seal culture” into the story of the 
Chinese seal. The author, Lin Qianliang, stated: 
The great majority of countries and regions of the world have made use of yin, 
which is “Seal” in English, “Sigillum” in Latin. From distant antiquity to the 
                                                                                                                                                                     
of made things, things of very different types, having very different dates, very different materials, and very 
different makers, audiences, and contexts of use. See Art in China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997), 10. 
 
12 Ibid.  
 
13 Sun Weizu is a researcher at the Shanghai Museum. He has published extensively, in Chinese, on topics 
related to seals and has published two English-language introductions to seals and their history. The 
quotation is from Sun Weizu, Chinese Seals: Carving Authority and Creating History (San Francisco: Long 




present day, seals have played important roles in many areas of human life (such 
as economics, politics, religion, art, and etc.).14  
 
Having established this broad comparability between seals in world cultures, Lin 
Qianliang turned toward the Chinese seal more specifically. Pursuing precisely those 
“philological roots” purposefully unexplored by Clunas, Lin cited the first definition of 
the character yin 印 to appear in a Chinese document, the Eastern Han etymological 
dictionary Shuowen jiezi, and then further traced the appearance of the character yin 
(seal) back to the Bronze Age oracle bones that remain the very earliest text-bearing 
artifacts excavated in China. For both Sun Weizu and Lin Qianliang, there is no doubt 
that the subject of their studies, the Chinese seal, is something that has maintained, in 
essence, significant continuity over millennia of history and can thus be studied as a 
coherent whole.  
 In presenting seals in this manner, both authors depend on not just a continuity of 
terminology (which in fact breaks down under closer investigation), but rather on a 
continuity of materiality, or “basic form,” as described by Sun. The present study has also 
defined the seal according to its material properties: seals are hand-held printing blocks 
inscribed with some pattern, generally text. If there is, on some level, a transhistorical and 
transcultural essence of the seal, it derives from its material features. Brigitte Bedos 
Rezak, in research on medieval European seals, has argued that the historical agency of 
seals “as objects themselves” is partly grounded in their materiality: 
the essence of seals as active agents…lies in their creative capacity, in their power 
of becoming (the impressions) as well as simply of being (the intaglio matrices). 
                                                        





This regenerative potential lies close to the essence of living things – not of 
inanimate objects – and herein may lie the representational capacity of seals.15  
 
This reference to the “essence of seals” must be considered in light of Bedos Rezak’s 
broader criticism of tendencies to interpret “the seal as a single historical, and thus a-
historical object.”16 Like Clunas in his study of gardens, Bedos Rezak is inclined to 
examine the historical significance of the seal in a given place and time “laterally, within 
the very circumstances of its occurrence, rather than approaching it vertically, as an event 
somehow predicated or determined by historical continuity.”17 As such, it is even more 
significant that Bedos Rezak argued that the material form of the seal was one important 
determinant of its historical significance, albeit one best understood in dialogue with the 
socio-cultural factors that constrained its “agency.” In the case of China too, the seal’s 
materiality as a printing block contributed to some of the historically contingent ways in 
which it became socially significant, and in turn reshaped its basic materiality.18  
 As in the case of Clunas’ study of garden culture and Bedos Rezak’s study of 
medieval European seals, this project’s examination of the seal does not presume it to be 
a single thing, but instead, looks at some of its many resonances during a tightly 
delimited historical period, from the final decade of the Qing dynasty, which fell in 1911, 
through the end of the Nanjing Decade (1927-1937) of the Republican period. Here, 
though, a broader overview of the history of seals is in order. The purpose of such an 
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16 Ibid., 55.  
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18 For instance, the emergence of the seal as an object of aesthetic appreciation in late imperial China was 
partly predicated on the ability of practitioners and collectors to print seal marks into albums and circulate 
them together in this new format in a way that was ultimately disconnected from the three-dimensional 




overview is not to project timeless cultural essences onto the seal. On the contrary, it 
throws into relief just how completely inscription bearing printing blocks were reinvented 
over the course of Chinese history. Such an overview is also useful because the supposed 
continuity between past and present in understanding the seal was important to the 
historical actors that are at the center of this study. These historical actors were not 
western orientalists keen on conflating material essences with projections of Chinese 
character, but rather Chinese connoisseurs, businessmen, carvers, consumers, and 
scholars. It is this group that, in the early twentieth century, started to weave the different 
elements of historical seals together into something singular: “the Chinese seal.” This 
was hardly a uniform or linear process and the same people that helped guarantee the seal 
a place in modern life often disagreed fundamentally (sometimes with themselves) about 
the basic principles of what the seal was or why it was significant.   
 
The Hand of the Emperor, the Seals of the State 
 Today, the seal has been domesticated as a part of cultural heritage. But imperial 
seals of ancient China were objects of intimidating power. They were extensions of the 
hand of the emperor and concrete embodiments of the Mandate of Heaven. Legend has it 
that the first emperor of China, Qin Shihuangdi, had a monumental jade seal that came to 
be known as the “seal transmitting the state.” Its inscription was composed by the 
emperor’s Prime Minister, Li Si, using a special kind of script that rendered Chinese 
characters in the forms of birds. The text of the seal read “the mandate of heaven received, 
longevity and prosperity for the emperor.” While the story is apocryphal, it captures the 




rulership. While seals had been in use before the first dynasty, the Qin emperor elevated 
imperial seals as a special category of object. The seal of emperors would thenceforth be 
called xi 璽, a word that previously referred to all seals, while official and private seals 
were called yin 印 or zhang 章.19 The change in terminology marked a profound shift in 
concepts of rulership. The imperial seal, like the person of the emperor, was set apart. At 
the same time, the imperial seal was the universal template that gave the seals of officials 
their meaning.  
 From dynasty to dynasty, the transfer of imperial seals marked the transfer of 
imperial authority. This was true even for conquest dynasties. The First Emperor’s “seal 
transmitting the state” allegedly resurfaced during the Mongolian Yuan dynasty (1270-
1368) and the Mongols thought it had supernatural origins.20 The Manchu rulers who 
founded China’s final dynasty, the Qing (1644-1911), later put great stock in the capture 
of another Yuan dynasty seal from a hitherto recalcitrant Mongol lord.21 When the 
Qianlong Emperor, who presided over the Qing Empire for much of the eighteenth 
century, transferred imperial authority to his son, the Jiaqing Emperor, toward the end of 
his life, the transfer of an imperial seal was central to the succession ceremony.22 
 Twentieth century political actors prioritized the production of state seals as well, 
despite a sea-change in ideas about China as a polity. Following the 1911 revolution, Sun 
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Yatsen immediately had a seal of state produced. Its inscription read “Seal of the 
Republic of China.”23 Following the Northern Expedition, a new “Seal of the Republic of 
China” was manufactured in jade for the Nationalist State.24 Despite the ostensible 
commitment to Republicanism, which vested power in the people, the legitimating aura 
imbued in a seal was sought after.  
 Even after the Republic of China was established, the authority vested in the Qing 
imperial seals was not invalidated in some eyes. The final emperor Puyi’s British tutor, 
Reginald Johnston, wrote in his Twilight in the Forbidden City that the jade imperial 
seals “remained in the Forbidden City and did not pass out of the emperor’s custody until 
November, 1924.” For Johnston, who was in clear sympathy with the monarchical 
institution, the possession of the imperial seals meant something. “The fact that the 
imperial seals,” he wrote, “were allowed to remain in the emperor’s custody at the time 
of the establishment of the ‘republic’ indicates that those who drew up the Articles of 
Favourable Treatment at the beginning of 1912 had serious doubts about the reality and 
permanence of the abdication.”25 Johnston did not acknowledge that some of the imperial 
seals had in fact been removed from the palace in advance of the removal of the last 
emperor himself. In 1919, S.C. Bosch Reitz, curator of Asian Art for the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, published a short piece on “Imperial Chinese Seals” in the museum 
bulletin. In it, he described the desacralization of seals since the end of the Chinese 
Empire. “The imperial jade seals,” wrote Bosch Reitz, “which emperors used to touch 
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with a finger while two palace eunuchs placed the heavy stones on the approved 
document, were offered as paper-weights to the lovers of eastern curios.”26  
 That the seals of emperors could be reduced to paperweights perfectly captures 
the profound rupture that characterized China’s transition from empire to nation state. 
Yet seals were not completely reduced to the status of curiosities or relics. One reason is 
that the seal was not simply a sign of power and legitimacy, like crown and scepter, but a 
functional tool of authentication. Another reason was that in the late imperial period, the 
seal was reinvented as a medium for elite self expression and as an object of scholarly 
interest.  
 
The Seal is Trust 
 Treatises on the study of seals and seal carving would often cite the Han dynasty 
Shiming (Explanation of Names), by Liu Xi, which presented the etymology of the 
character xi as “the seal is trust” (xi, xin ye璽, 信也).27 By citing this early record, 
authors presented the function of ancient seals in terms of their ability to establish trust in 
a person as an agent authorized to do something. In addition to materializing the charisma 
of imperial authority, seals played an everyday function in bureaucracy, record keeping, 
and document authentication. The seals of the Qin (221 BCE – 206 BCE) and Han (206 
BCE – 220 CE) dynasties would later be admired for their aesthetic properties, but they 
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were not made for the sake of appreciation. As such, their makers were not elite 
calligraphers, but craftsmen.  
 By the Han dynasty, a highly formalized system of official seals was in place.28 
For officials, seals were insignia of power, but also signs of obedience to the ruler who 
bestowed them and could also take them away.29 Different ranks corresponded to 
different shapes of seals as well as the color of the string used to affix the seal to one’s 
dress. All servants of the state had titles that corresponded to the inscriptions on their 
official seals and for that reason extant seals became a basis for later research into the 
organization of the state in antiquity. By the Han, the form of writing called “seal script” 
in English had been replaced by clerical script, but seal inscriptions continued to feature 
an angular variety of seal script called miaozhuan 繆篆, an archaic stylization that suited 
the special gravity of a seal. Han official seals were printed onto clay and tended to be 
quite small. By the Tang dynasty (618-906), seals had grown in size and were no longer 
used to “seal” clay, but were instead printed onto paper with red ink. In the late imperial 
period, official seals could be up to four inches squared. They were no longer carried 
around on one’s person, but stored away after each use.30   
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 In the Qing, the investiture of local officials through conferral of a seal was 
commonplace in China proper and also served as one technique of managing local rulers 
and chieftains in frontier regions. A western missionary who lived in what is now 
Qinghai province, an ethnically Tibetan and Mongol region of the Qing empire, from 
1911-1922 highlighted the importance of the seal in symbolizing both the subjugation of 
the native chieftain to the Qing empire and his right to rule within his local area. The 
ceremony of conferring the seal was grand political theater. An important official from a 
neighboring area in China proper would travel with the seal, and nobles and officials of 
the local area would meet him some distance from the chieftain’s village. The seal would 
be brought before the chieftain on a silver platter and he would accept it, prostrating 
himself nine times. Schram was convinced that the legitimating power of the seal was 
taken quite seriously and told the story of a local chieftain who nearly lost his right to 
rule when he put his seal up as collateral for a gambling debt.31 In the Nationalist period, 
the significance of seals in negotiating political relationships with frontier authorities was 
well understood. In 1934, following the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, the Nanjing-
based Nationalist government immediately began plans for the posthumous conferral of a 
jade seal on the deceased leader, who had served as the political head of the Tibetan state, 
which sought independence from China after the fall of the Qing. The conferral of the 
seal was the central accomplishment of a pseudo-diplomatic mission to Tibet headed by a 
Nationalist Party representative named Huang Musong.32   
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 The jade seal sent to Tibet with Huang Musong was made by the Nationalist 
State’s Seal Cutting Bureau. Like the Beiyang government (1912-1928) before it, the 
Nationalist Party organized this special bureau for the production and distribution of 
official seals, which remained an important part of the material culture of Chinese 
bureaucracy. From the time the first Seal Cutting Bureau was established, the size and 
form of official seals were newly standardized as a way of asserting (rather 
unsuccessfully) a centralized political authority.33 The Republican Seal Cutting Bureau 
followed the imperial precedent of having official seals inscribed with the title of a 
government office and not the name of a particular official. High government officials 
were also given a smaller personal name seal.34 Some of the individuals who worked for 
the Seal Cutting Bureau were renowned as seal artists and heirs to literati schools of seal 
carving.35 The professionalization of the seal artist as a carver of seals for bureaucratic 
use was one way in which the different realms of the seal – political and aesthetic – were 
being collapsed in the modern era. 
 The function of seals as a technology of authentication and institutional authority 
extended to non-governmental organizations, including businesses and, in the modern 
period, civic organizations. In her book on Native Place Associations in late Qing and 
Republican era Shanghai, Bryna Goodman presented an evocative depiction of the care 
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and solemnity institution’s bestowed upon their seals. “The seal,” of the Guang-Zhao 
Gongsuo, a native place association serving sojourners from Guangzhou, “was locked in 
an iron safe with two doors. Three keys fit the outer door, each kept by one director. 
Without the seal, of course, no documents could be signed and no financial transactions 
could take place.”36 In commerce, too, seals not only served as trademarks, but also 
authorized all sorts of transactions and contracts. The most widespread use of the seal as 
a mark of trust or authentication, however, was as personal signatures.  
 A great variety of seals for personal use circulated in the imperial and modern 
periods: collectors’ seals, leisure seals, commemorative seals, studio seals, and so on. The 
personal name seal was particularly important, for it often had a customary legal function 
as the “juridical double” of an individual agent.37 Owned mainly by elites in the imperial 
period, the personal seal proliferated in modern China, as paperwork became more 
commonplace in the everyday lives of people representing diverse social backgrounds.38 
In China, many types of documents required either a signature or a seal, but the use of a 
seal was seen as more formal. Some would also advocate against replacing seals with 
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signatures because seals represented a distinctly Chinese heritage.39 The emblem of 
imperial authority was starting to be reimagined as an emblem of national heritage.  
 It was because personal seals were signs of self and marks of personal agency that 
they began to be aestheticized in the imperial period. As imperial and official seals 
became more standardized and aesthetically dull, personal seals became more varied and 
expressive. Because artists and collectors impressed personal seals upon such things as 
painting and calligraphy, it was important that they were aesthetically pleasing. This was 
one reason that the making of seals, or at least some seals, began to shift from a craft to 
an elite, literati art. Although arts of the knife, such as stele engraving, woodblock 
carving, and sculpting, were not generally seen as pastimes befitting an elite man, seal 
carving gained prestige in late imperial China because of its relationship to both the high 
art of calligraphy and the antiquarian study of inscriptions.  
 
The Iron Knife 
 It was during the Ming dynasty that seal carving truly emerged as an esteemed 
elite pastime. Before then, the scholarly elite already used their personal seals to mark 
books and paintings and cared about the calligraphic quality of their seals. The literati 
sometimes composed the calligraphy for their seals, but had professional craftsmen do 
the carving. Historical accounts of the origins of literati seal carving frequently 
emphasize the use of soapstone as a medium for seal carving. In particular, Wen Peng 
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(1497-1573) began using Qingtian stone, from Zhejiang province, to carve seals 
himself.40 Qingtian stone was considered beautiful and, more importantly, was soft 
enough that it pliantly gave way to the knife, which could thus be manipulated as an “iron 
brush.” Seal carving had to become more similar to calligraphic writing with a brush for 
some to embrace it as an elite practice.  
 The embrace of stone as a carving-material cannot, in itself, explain the sudden 
interest of the literati in seal carving after Wen Peng; social status was also important. 
Wen Peng was not the first scholarly man to use soapstone and carve his own seals, but 
he had the highest social prestige. Wang Mian (d. 1359) also composed and executed his 
own seals in soft stone, taking Han inscriptions as his model. But Wang Mian did not 
have any followers while Wen Peng did.41 Wen Peng was able to garner greater attention 
as a seal carver because of his prestigious scholarly family. His father, Wen Zhengming, 
was one of the greatest painters of his generation and Wen Peng made many of the seals 
that his father impressed upon his own paintings. After Wen Peng, many subsequent elite 
carvers either directly studied his techniques or those of other carvers in his style. Thus, 
in his Biographies of Seal Carvers, the important connoisseur of seals Zhou Lianggong 
(1612-1672) characterized Wen Peng as the progenitor of literati seal carving.42  
                                                        
40 Zhou Lianggong, “Shu Wen Guobo yinzhang qian,” in Laigutang yinren zhuan Feihongtang yinren 
zhuan, edited by Yin Shaofeng (Shanghai: Huadong shifan daxue chubanshe, 2009), pp. 13-15. In his 
biography of Wen Peng, Zhou Lianggong discussed how Wen Peng came across someone selling the stone 
called “Lantern bright” (Dengguang) and acquired many of them. He found the stone much better than 
ivory at capturing the “feel of the brush” (biyi). It is clear from Ming dynasty treatises on seals that 
collectors and connoisseurs appreciated seals made out of a variety of material, but according to those in 
the know, some materials were clearly more “elegant” than other. The hierarchy of elegance, according to 
one such treatise, was jade and and Qingtian stone, followed by bronze, followed by other materials 
including glass and porcelain, with ivory, which had once been used by the literati carver Wen Peng, being 
not at all elegant. See Yang Shixiu, “Yin mu,” in Lidai yinxue lunwen xuan, vol. 1, 103.  
 
41 Sha Menghai, Yinxue shi, 98.  
 




 Also important to the development and perpetuation of literati interest in seal 
carving and the connoisseurship of seals was the broader social and cultural milieu of the 
late imperial period. Two factors can be singled out as especially pertinent. First, seals 
functioned as signs of self and marks of agency that helped demarcate elite taste and 
status at a time of blurring social boundaries. Second, during the Qing dynasty in 
particular, seals and their ancient or archaic inscriptions became associated with what 
was then the highly prestigious scholarly field of epigraphic antiquarianism. 
 
Seals as Signs of Self and Agency 
 In the late Ming, as literati interest in seals surged, seal carving gained a degree of 
autonomy as an art form in its own right. Although all seals could serve as printing 
blocks, seals made and used by literati did not necessarily function as tools of 
authentication or trust. Some were simply objects of appreciation or antiquarian interest. 
While seals had long been printed onto documents, including books and paintings, now 
they were also printed into albums alongside other seal imprints.43 Figure 1, discussed in 
the final section of this introduction, shows a reproduction of a page from one such album. 
The imprints of some seals probably only circulated in this way. This was a fundamental 
alteration of what a seal was, especially considering that certain important seal albums 
were reproduced as woodblock printed books. No longer did these imprints represent a 
direct correspondence to the presence of a singular person printing a singular stone. A 
                                                        
43 The first major extant seal album to be printed was Gu Congde’s Ji gu yinpu. This album collated the 
imprints of ancient seals and was published in a hand-printed edition in 1572. A woodblock carved version 
of the album was then published in 1575. Albums of ancient seals like these could be used as models and 
copybooks for literati carvers. After a publication of this album, a steady stream of both albums of ancient 
seals and albums of literati carvers were printed. For an overview, see Han Tianheng, Zhongguo yinxue 




woodblock printed seal album introduced a mediating act of carving that separated the 
seal as a three dimensional object from the seal as a two dimensional imprint.  
  Not all literati seals bore the name of an individual, but they were all self-
expressive. The seal carving of a particular individual, as with calligraphy, was seen as an 
external manifestation of inner personality and character. In the late Ming, as discussed 
by art historian Bai Qianshen, creative expressions of selfhood became a preoccupation 
of people influenced by Li Zhi’s (1527-1602) philosophical individualism. Li Zhi 
emphasized an innate capacity for morality and a childlike inner truth. This encouraged 
the rise of qi, or strangeness, as an aesthetic value, as strangeness was seen as the product 
of the spontaneous expression of individuality. As carved seals featured archaic and 
obsolete scripts and odd character variants, a seal imprint was visually distinctive and 
thus perfect for expressing one’s unique self.44 At the same time, one’s seal carving could 
also signal elite status and group identity. Seal carving required the study of seal script 
and knowledge about different ways of writing characters. Such knowledge was more 
difficult to acquire than the luxury commodities consumed by merchants. As seal carving 
gained in esteem, however, its newly-acquired elite status was jeopardized by its very 
popularity. One late-Ming observer complained that people unable to properly read 
ancient inscriptions nevertheless “pretend to be lovers of seals” and that “those who 
cannot read even a single character pick up ivory, jade, or metal and cut it at will, making 
the material useless, deserving only to be thrown away.”45 By the eighteenth century, an 
increased emphasis, amongst literati seal carvers, on the importance of studying 
                                                        
44 Bai Qianshen, Fu Shan’s World, chap. 1.  
 





epigraphic sources provided an internal corrective, from within elite culture, to this 
perceived dilettantism.46  
 If seal carving was a self-expressive medium for the seal carver, personal seals, 
studio seals, and collector’s seals bearing the name or moniker of individuals were signs 
of self in a more concrete way. Even as seals gained relative autonomy as a creative 
genre, the persistent use of the seal to mark documents and represent one’s presence 
intensified interest in seals and seal carving in general. Craig Clunas has suggested, for 
instance, that the publication of seal albums in the late Ming may have been facilitated by 
a general interest in marks of agency.47 Seals as signs of self were quintessential marks of 
agency because a seal imprint literally demonstrated a person’s ability to put their mark 
on culture and assert one’s presence within the larger society.   
 Consider, for instance, the function of a seal in marking a painting. Seal imprints 
created a tangible record of a painting’s social life on the surface of the painting itself. 
Seals, as well as colophons, provided material evidence of an elite transtemporal social 
network. An extreme example is the Tang Dynasty masterpiece, Night-Shining White, 
analyzed by Maxwell Hearn in How to Read Chinese Painting. The eighth century 
portrait of a horse from the imperial stables of the Xuanzong Emperor bears seventeen 
                                                        
46 As discussed below, the melding of literati seal carving with epigraphic and antiquarian studies of 
inscriptions had to do with the rise of evidential studies and an increased emphasis on investigating 
antiquity by evidence-based studies of the primary sources of antiquity. The importance of using ancient 
inscriptions as models did not necessarily arise to differentiate elite carvers from less educated carvers, but 
it had this effect.  
 
47 Craig Clunas, Empire of Great Brightness: Visual and Material Cultures of Ming China, 1368-1644 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 50. Clunas notes that the act of writing, or putting writing, 
on things had unprecedented importance in the Ming, as seen in both the emergence of reign marks on 
imperially-commissioned material culture and in the increasing tendency of artisans to place their names, 
and broadcast their authorship, on products. See also his discussion of names and trademarks in 
Superfluous Things: Material Culture and Social Status in Early Modern China (Honolulu: University of 





seal imprints applied in the course of over one thousand years of its history. Seals of the 
Southern Tang emperor Li Yu and the Qing dynasty Qianlong emperor share space with a 
seal by the famous Song dynasty calligrapher Mi Fu and other collectors who possessed 
the painting over the course of centuries.48 Marking such a masterpiece with a seal 
powerfully indicated one’s cultural authority and elite status in a way concretely visible 
to contemporary and future individuals able to view the same painting.  
 A Tang dynasty painting was a particularly rare and valuable artifact by the late 
imperial period, but comparatively commonplace paintings, books, and documents 
circulated more locally but similarly publicized one’s presence and agency in elite 
networks. The function of seals in marking culturally prestigious things became 
especially significant in the context of the commercialization of late Ming society, which 
fostered a vibrant market in luxury items like paintings. Marking a painting with one’s 
seal singularized something purchased as a commodity.49 Then, when a painting once 
again became available for purchase, buyers could scrutinize its seals for evidence that 
the painting was a forgery. Sometimes the seals themselves were forged, even when the 
painting was genuine, because the presence of a famous collector’s seal increased an 
object’s value. The ability to use seals and authenticate seal imprints were thus important 
aspects of the performance of elite identity in the Ming. This led to the literati taking up 
the iron brush.  
 
Seals and Scholarship in the Qing Dynasty 
                                                        
48 Maxwell K Hearn, How to Read Chinese Painting (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 6-7.  
 
49 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in The Social Life of 
Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University 




 The literati interest in seals peaked once in the late-Ming and then again in the 
mid to late Qing dynasty. During this second peak, literati seal carving became closely 
intertwined with antiquarianism and the study of ancient inscriptions. The interest of 
Qing dynasty scholars in ancient and archaic writing differed from that of their Ming 
predecessors. Whereas antiquities and archaism in the Ming was mainly part of a stylistic 
fashion for the old, and did not converge with serious antiquarian scholarship, in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the study of ancient inscriptions became a central 
preoccupation of the educated elite.50 The Ming fashion for the old “prepared the ground” 
for Qing antiquarianism, as Bai Qianshen has argued,  
by engendering an appreciation of the ravaged appearance of the writing on 
ancient seals. Now, as scholars studied ancient inscriptions for their value as 
original sources, calligraphers seized on the rough and primitive quality of their 
epigraphy as a quality to incorporate into their own writing. Visiting ancient steles 
and collecting rubbings of the inscriptions on these and other early artifacts 
became important parts of cultural and intellectual life. Fired by theoretical 
discussions of the merits of epigraphical calligraphy, calligraphers produced 
works in the two epigraphical scripts – clerical and seal – in unprecedented 
qualities.51  
 
Indeed, calligraphic archaism, during the Qing dynasty, practically became a new 
orthodoxy, displacing the previous “model letters” tradition of regular and cursive style 
calligraphy.  
 A systematic study of inscribed artifacts was a key feature of the Qing dynasty 
evidential studies movement, which absorbed the attentions of generations of influential 
scholars. In the seventeenth century, the fall of the Ming and Manchu conquest of China 
                                                        
50 On the “uses of the antique in Ming material culture, see Ibid., chap. 4. Clunas suggests that during the 
Ming the “symbolic value of antique objects, as giving entry to full participation in the highest levels of 
elite culture, temporarily replaced the scholastic mode” of engaging things of the past (97). It should be 
noted, though, that the symbolic value of antiquities within elite culture was not completely displaced when 
scholars of the Qing dynasty began to engage in serious antiquarian scholarship using ancient inscribed 
artifacts.  
 




provoked an agonized critique of late-Ming scholarship, philosophy, and cultural life. 
Scholars felt that the late Ming Neo-Confucianism of individuals like Li Zhi had 
promoted social and intellectual decadence and disorder contributing to Ming dynastic 
decline. As a corrective, they promoted a return to Han dynasty methods of evidence-
based study of primary sources related to antiquity and developed empirical disciplines to 
new levels of sophistication.52  
 For evidential scholars, ancient inscribed artifacts shed light on etymology, the 
evolution of Chinese writing, and history. By understanding what ancient text looked like, 
scholars could expose fraudulent lines of textual transmission and shake the very 
foundations of Confucian orthodoxy and the imperial system that it legitimated. 
Evidential scholarship and epigraphic study had potentially revolutionary significance. 
Indeed, when the nineteenth century reformer Kang Youwei radically reinterpreted the 
Classics and Confucius as a way of advocating not just reforms to the imperial status quo, 
but a whole new worldview embracing an evolutionary understanding of history, he drew 
on the previous work of evidential scholars to do so. He joined other scholars of the 
“New Text” school who claimed, based on philological study, that certain canonical texts 
were forgeries and made his “New Text” advocacy the foundation from which he argued 
that Confucius was in fact a reformer.53 Modern intellectuals, like Liang Qichao and the 
                                                        
52 Benjamin Elman, From Philosophy to Philology: Intellectual and Social Aspects of Change in Late 
Imperial China (Los Angeles: UCLA Asian Pacific Monograph Series, 2001). On the critique of Li Zhi in 
particular, 86.  
 
53 Anne Cheng, “Nationalism, Citizenship, and the Old Text/New Text Controversy in Late Nineteenth 
Century China,” in Imagining the People: Chinese Intellectuals and the Concept of Citizenship, ed. Joshua 
Fogel and Peter Zarrow (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, Inc., 1997). Benjamin Elman has criticized the teleological 
assumptions behind the tendency to relegate the importance of New Text Confucianism to its later impact 
on late nineteenth century reformers. See “The Failures of Contemporary Chinese Intellectual History,” 





Columbia University educated liberal academic Hu Shi, would later commend the 
scientific characteristics and empiricism of evidential studies as a native precursor to 
modern scientific method.54 In the most comprehensive English-language study of 
evidential studies in Qing China, Benjamin Elman called the scholarly movement a 
“revolution in discourse.”55  
 This revolution in discourse did not overturn the imperial order and its entrenched 
approaches to knowledge and rulership. This can be explained, in part, by the fact that 
evidential scholarship in general, and epigraphic studies in particular, often reveled in the 
methodological details of collecting, verifying, comparing and describing different 
artifacts and their ink rubbings. Indeed, evidential studies provided scholars with a safe 
way of exercising their talents under the watchful eye of a paranoid Qing regime, which 
launched a literary inquisition aimed at texts and scholars it deemed subversive.56 For 
many scholars influenced by evidential studies, simply recording previously unknown 
antiquities and inscriptions was seen as a worthy scholarly endeavor. The scholarly 
project of epigraphic antiquarianism made strides toward the careful collation of source 
materials and bibliographic evidence without always manifesting a complementary desire 
to find in the particular detail general principles or grand narratives.57 Scholars and 
                                                        
54 See, for instance, Q. Edward Wang, “Beyond East and West: Antiquarianism, Evidential Learning, and 
Global Trends in Historical Study,” Journal of World History 19.4 (2008): 489-519.  
 
55 Elman, From Philosophy to Philology, chap. 1. 
 
56 L. Carrington Goodrich, The Literary Inquisition of Ch’ien-Lung (Baltimore: Waverly Press, 1935). R. 
Kent Guy, The Emperor’s Four Treasuries: Scholars and the State in the Late Qianlong Period 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987).  
 





collectors often commented on discreet artifacts in a manner that I call artifact-centered-
notation.  
 A close scholarly engagement with ancient inscriptions as primary sources 
converged with a creative revival of archaic forms of calligraphy and a heightened 
interest in seal carving. The relationship between evidential studies and Qing seal carving 
should not be understood as simplistically causal. Instead, both seal carving and the 
empirical study of artifacts grew out of a shared interest in the collection, authentication, 
and hands-on manipulation of ancient artifacts. Both seal carvers and scholars – 
sometimes the same individuals – benefited from and contributed to the expanding 
circulation of ancient and archaic inscriptions.58  
 All of the main stylistic schools of Qing seal carving show evidence of the 
scholarly obsession with ancient inscriptions. Whereas seal carving in the Ming was often 
ornamental and makers took liberties in elaborating on the appearance of ancient 
characters, Qing seal carvers put greater emphasis on the relationship between their 
compositions and epigraphic models, which included not only ancient seals, but also 
ancient stele, tiles and coins. The new emphasis on epigraphical models does not mean 
that seal carvers were unoriginal or lacked creativity. Instead, the study of models, for 
seal carvers and calligraphers alike, simply laid the necessary foundation that allowed for 
creative self expression. Working with ancient models involved “an absorption so 
complete that their subsequent interpretations were valid transformations of the original,” 
                                                        
58 Benjamin Elman, From Philosophy to Philology, 228-230. A comparison can be made to the manner in 
which both painters and mathematicians pursued optical knowledge related to perspective in Renaissance 
Europe. See Martin Kemp, The Science of Art: Optical themes in western art from Brunelleschi to Seurat.  
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 341. See, also, chapter 6 for further discussion of parallels 





for they were not simply copies, but creative works that captured the very “harmonies, 
rhythms, and cadences of the earlier mode.”59 The relationship between seal carving and 
epigraphic models gave seal carving a scholarly dimension that master carvers took to be 
a central part of their expertise, even after seal carving was recognized as a fine art 
beginning in the twentieth century.      
 As literati seal carving became increasingly entwined with epigraphic studies and 
antiquarianism, seals retained their significance as signs of self and marks of cultural 
agency. Indeed, the authority of epigraphic studies enhanced the social and cultural 
capital of those who made, used, and collected seals. One such maker, Ding Jing (1695-
1765) would later be recognized as ushering in a new golden age of the seal by 
recapturing an archaic spirit that had suffered from a long period of debasement.   
 
A Multifaceted Seal of Ding Jing  
 Ding Jing is upheld as the founder of the Zhejiang School of seal carving and the 
first “Master of Xiling” (a group of eight eighteenth and nineteenth century seal carvers 
with connections to Hangzhou). Ding Jing’s seals capture the complex intermingling of 
self expression and scholarly acumen that made seal carving and connoisseurship 
prestigious literati activities during the Qing dynasty. Here, our focus on the 
metaphorically multi-faceted nature of the seal will be concretized in an analysis of the 
literal facets of a 6-sided seal that Ding Jing carved for his personal use. 
 A native of Hangzhou, Ding Jing was a groundbreaking figure in the history of 
seal carving. He was an accomplished scholar with a keen interest in inscriptions. As a 
seal carver, he studied ancient seals, and he also travelled around the Hangzhou region, 
                                                        




incorporating local stele and cliff inscriptions into his Record of Wulin [Hangzhou] Metal 
and Stone Inscriptions. Ding Jing infused his seal carving with his scholarly knowledge 
of inscriptions. In doing so, he broke with the tendency of seal carvers of his day to 
design and execute more fanciful compositions, a tendency readily apparent in the 
collected seals featured in the 1745 Seal Album of Flying Goose Hall.60 One authoritative 
twentieth century history of seals and seal carving thus discussed the emergence of Ding 
Jing and his followers as a necessary, and even inevitable, correction of a negative trend 
in seal carving. According to Sha Menghai: 
Reading the Seal Album of Flying Goose Hall gives one the sense that the 
majority of those makers zuojia 作家 pursued the decorative while neglecting 
principles法度. When seals entered into this period, it was truly a case of the 
“sun setting over the river” [i.e. an inexorable decline] necessitating a change. It 
was within this context that the Xiling school [founded by Ding Jing] had to arise 
and did. This is the certain pattern of the development of literature and art.61  
 
 Now in the collection of the Shanghai Museum, the six-sided seal carved by Ding 
Jing showcases his range and virtuosity as a seal carver. Many stone seals carved by 
literati were square or rectangular in shape and thus had six sides, but Ding Jing carved 
this seal so that every surface was a printing surface, giving the roughly cubical seal the 
appearance of a die. The six imprints from the seal’s six carved surfaces [Figure 1] each 
presented a different textual phrase, carved in a different style.  
 
                                                        
60 The Seal Album of Flying Goose Hall (Feihongtang yinpu) was compiled by a bibliophile from a 
merchant elite background named Wang Qishu (1728-1799). With wealth from a family background as 
Anhui salt merchants, Wang collected books, some quite rare, and seals and contributed hundreds of 
volumes an imperial project to create a vast repository of significant books (discussed in the following 
chapter). The prominent entry of men with merchant backgrounds, like Wang Qishu, into elite circles of 
collectors and bibliophiles during this era was a profound source of anxiety for the more traditional 
scholarly elite. Ding Jing’s archaism can be seen as part of the reaction to this trend. On Wang Qishu, see 
Arthur Hummel, Eminent Chinese of the Ch’ing Period, vol. 2 (Taipei: SMC Publishing INC, 2002) 810-
812. 
 














































































































































Figure 1: Six-sided seal of Ding Jing 
 
Clockwise from top right: 
 
1. Longhong waishi Ding Jingshen yinji     龍泓外史丁敬身印記 
2. Ding Jing [][]    丁敬[][] 
3. Longhong guanyin     龍泓館印 
4. Yanlin binghou zhizuo     硯林丙後之作 
5. [][] fu yin     [][]父印 
6. Jingshen     敬身 
 




All six inscriptions served as signs of self, making the seal “a perfect example of how 
Ding endeavored to monumentalize his self-image by pronouncing his style names in the 
form of tangible images.”62 The seal was carved with what amounted to six self-portraits 
in text, self portraits that could be carried on his person, printed, and thus reproduced, 
over and over again.63     
 Ding Jing exploited a wide range of techniques in the making of this single seal. 
He carved four sides in intaglio and two in relief. The strokes of characters in different 
compositions are alternatively thick and thin, angular and curved smooth and rugged. 
Although every composition utilizes seal script, Ding showcased the great range of ways 
the archaic script form could be executed. For instance, two of the six compositions 
include his style name Longhong, but the two characters are rendered quite differently in 
each case. In a nine-character composition, analyzed further below, the left hand 
component of the character hong (the water radical) appears as three vertical lines that 
take up a full half of the composition of the character. The right hand side of the character 
is drastically compressed, so that the horizontal strokes have almost been eliminated. In 
comparison, the four character composition “Longhong guan yin,” the lines of the 
character hong are thicker and more sinuous. The water radical appears as two vertical 
                                                        
62 Chak Kwong Lau, “Ding Jing (1695-1765) and the Foundation of the Xiling Identity in Hangzhou,” PhD 
thesis, University of California, Santa Barbara, 2006, 55. 
 
63 The seal as a form of portraiture or self portraiture is a topic that could benefit from further investigation. 
Of note is the fact that portraiture in the medium of painting gained new prominence in the late Ming, 
precisely when seal carving emerged as a literati art. Richard Vinograd has related this trend to “a phase of 
new emphasis on values of individualism and preoccupation with self-expression and autonomy” (1); in 
other words, those same late Ming trends that Bai Qianshen has related to an interest in seal carving and 
particular forms of calligraphy. Many of the insights Vinograd makes about portraiture from the late Ming 
to middle Qing periods also applies to seal. For instance, a portrait was a social event and the making of a 
portrait for someone else involved a negotiation of roles between the depicted person and the invisible 
maker. Vinograd’s book also includes a discussion of a portrait made for Ding Jing (102-106), the maker of 
the six-sided seal examined here. See Boundaries of Self: 1600-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 




dashes next to a vertical line and only takes up a third of the character. The right 
component of the character is made up of two curving lines that do not maintain a 
uniform thickness, bulging out in places. The nature of Ding Jing’s creativity is revealed 
in the different ways he carved a single character. He did not stray from the principles 
governing the execution of seal script characters, nor did he radically depart from past 
epigraphic precedents. However, he manipulated every stroke and character based on 
both epigraphic models, which were so numerous as to present a vast range of 
alternatives, and the internal dynamics of a unique composition, which differed from any 
previously existing model on a number of levels: its size, its exact text, the particular 
characteristics of the stone on which it is carved, and so on.  
 In integrating different seal carving styles, the six sided seal demonstrates Ding 
Jing’s mastery of epigraphic sources and the history of seal carving, or in other words, 
the interrelated fields of jinshi, the study of metal and stone [inscriptions] and yinxue, the 
study of seals. The nine-character composition “Seal of the Unorthodox Historian of 
Longhong Ding Jingshen” replicated the squareness of characters, angularity of strokes, 
and sense of balance that often characterized Han dynasty seals. The characters of the 
intaglio seal featured thin, irregular, and rugged lines. The ruggedness of the strokes is 
complemented by the intentional damage to the stone that has left the bottom three 
characters incomplete. The seal recalled ancient inscriptions suffering erosion and evoked 
the scholar’s sense of curiosity and perhaps melancholy when confronted with such 
inscriptions.64  
                                                        





 In contrast, the two character composition, “Jingshen,” is carved in the style of 
“round relief script.” The model here is not ancient inscriptions, but personal seals of the 
Yuan Dynasty. In the Yuan, literati calligraphers like Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322) 
designed their own seals with brush and ink and then had craftsmen carve them. The 
round relief script featured thin and elegantly curved lines meant to evoke the gliding 
“brush feel” of calligraphy.65 Instead of the square compactness of the characters in the 
previous example, Ding Jing elongated the vertical strokes of these two characters 
creating an aesthetically pleasing contrast between the denser top half of the seal and the 
sparser bottom half, which has more void space. Seals carved in round relief script were 
better suited for application onto the potentially delicate surfaces of paintings or books. 
This was because these relief seals applied less ink since they featured so much negative 
space.66 The “brush feel” of such seals might also provoke feelings of pleasure for 
viewers who knew that it was an illusion created by painstaking efforts at carving away 
the space around the raised characters.  
 Regardless of the carving style, all six sides of Ding Jing’s seal presented two 
distinct subjects: the epigraphic model that Ding Jing took as inspiration and the person 
of Ding Jing. In the nine-character composition, the phrase carved by Ding Jing puts the 
character “Ding” – Ding Jing’s family name – at the center of the composition. This is 
the simplest of the nine characters, featuring just a few lines and a large amount of 
negative space, thus creating a feeling of spaciousness in the middle of a crowded 
composition. At the same time, centering the character “Ding” served more than the 
formalistic purpose of balancing the composition as an image. It also served to center the 
                                                        
65 Ibid., 181-82.  
 




person of Ding Jing as the reason for the seal’s existence, both in the sense that he carved 
it and in the sense that it was a seal for his personal use. 67 This was the brilliance of the 
medium of seal carving for the literati. It allowed one to concretely showcase a scholarly 
knowledge about seals and inscriptions, but in such a way that simultaneously displaced 
the epigraphic model in favor of a projection of self and act of agency. 
 The act of making that created the inscription was a third subject of Ding Jing’s 
seals. As with calligraphy, Ding Jing’s act of carving the seal left a record of the motions 
of his hand. Even in carving the seal inscription “Jing Shen,” with its curving strokes that 
evoke the calligraphic brush, Ding Jing broke the raised strokes of the relief characters in 
places, thus dramatizing his act of cutting into the stone with a knife. Because individual 
stones had different material qualities, acts of carving could not easily be replicated, 
leading one Ming connoisseur to affirm the idea that painting and calligraphy could be 
copied but “only seals cannot be forged.”68 A completed seal could be replicated in ink 
over and over again, but each impression recalled the moment when the maker carved a 
one-in-a-kind stone.  
  In addition to this six-sided seal, Ding Jing carved many other seals on multiple 
surfaces. For the most part, however, his seals only had one printing surface. On some of 
the other sides of the seal, he added shallowly carved textual “side inscriptions,” which 
                                                        
67 In Ibid., Chak Kwong Lau focuses his discussion of this particular composition on what Ding Jing sought 
to convey about himself by calling himself “unorthodox historian of Longhong.” He notes that Longhong, 
the name of a grotto in Hangzhou, was associated with a famous Tang dynasty recluse and thus suited Ding 
Jing’s own self-fashioning as a recluse who chose not to seek a career as an official. Longhong grotto was, 
furthermore, a site of cliff inscriptions that Ding Jing recorded as a part of his study of local inscriptions. So 
the reference to Longhong broadcasted Ding Jing’s interest in inscriptions and epigraphy, as did the 
moniker “unorthodox historian,” as the use of inscriptions as sources for local history remained outside the 
scope of the mainstream of historical studies (though it certainly became more popular during Ding Jing’s 
time, due to the evidential studies movement.  
 
68 Xu Shangda, “Yinfa can tong,” in Han Tianheng, Lidai yinxue, 131. Xu noted that this inability to be 




were not executed in mirror image for printing, but could be read and reproduced as 
rubbings.69 Ding Jing’s side inscriptions were like calligraphic colophons added to 
painting. Adding a side inscription was a way of highlighting the fact that seals 
themselves were objects of appreciation, they were not merely tools to be printed onto 
other objects. The textual content of Ding Jing’s various side inscriptions included his 
signature and the date, reflections about seals and other subjects, and dedicatory 
inscriptions for seals he made for others as gifts. Side inscriptions, along with the carved 
text of the printing surface, highlighted the singularity of a seal as an aesthetic object that 
engaged epigraphic models but was the unique creation of an individual maker. Because 
they often took the form of dedications written by Ding for the recipient of the seal, these 
short textual notes literally inscribed Ding’s elite social network in stone.    
 Ding Jing’s six-sided seal, and many others he carved for himself and for others, 
would eventually enter into the collection of an unrelated Hangzhou family that also had 
the surname Ding. For these later collectors, the seals served as concrete links to a 
previous generation of regional elites. There were many ways Ding Jing’s seals could be 
appreciated by these collectors or others. Small and portable, they could be carried on the 
person and fondled. The six-sided seal would have made for an especially amusing tactile 
experience, with every surface carved and with the stone purposefully damaged.70 Ding 
Jing’s seals could also be printed so that their inscriptions could be read and enjoyed in 
their two dimensional form. The Ding family printed the seals of Ding Jing and his 
                                                        
69 The practice of adding side inscriptions (biankuan) to seals that served as objects of appreciation 
originated in the late Ming, when there was a general fascination with names of makers and the agency of 
makers and collectors. See, for instance, Kuo, Word as Image, 49.  
 
70 Bai Qianshen noted the tactile qualities of seals and the way they could be “held, stroked like a worry 




followers into high quality albums that helped stabilize this group as part of a canon of 
literati seal carvers. The imprints of the seal could be copied as models for further acts of 
seal carving and they could be formally analyzed in light of other epigraphic models and 
the aesthetics of seal carving. The text of their printing surfaces and side inscriptions 
could be read as evidence of Ding’s social network, as literary fragments, and as 
reflections of Ding Jing’s person as the maker.   
 For Ding Jing and those who collected his seals, literati seal carving was part of 
the general cultivation of an exclusive, scholarly elite. This was a group of men who felt 
pressured to distinguish themselves at a time of rapid commercialization, when luxury 
commodities had become more available to a rising merchant class. If made and enjoyed 
“properly,” seals validated one’s status as a scholar and as a member of an eclusive and 
highly educated group. Seals tied together scholarship, calligraphy, self presentation, and 
social networking. This integration of seals into the life of the elite involved a complete 
transformation of the original function of the seal as a printing block and insignia of 
imperial power and official position. In the early twentieth century, this object that so 
epitomized late imperial elite culture would be transformed once again as the literati 



















 Even to this day, a visitor exploring the scenic and storied West Lake of 
Hangzhou may come across a gate that reads “Xiling Seal Society” and find within a 
garden landscape of rockeries, springs, and quaint wooden buildings with names like 
Mountain Villa of Precious Seals and Revering Virtue Pavilion. In the early twentieth 
century, a group of elite men developed this parcel of land as a place where literati 
culture could thrive in the modern world. For most of the imperial period, culture and 
cultural practices were not considered autonomous from family, community, and the 
politics of the imperium. Specialized institutions devoted to cultural production were 
therefore unnecessary. When the imperial order deteriorated over the course of the 
nineteenth century, only then was literati culture first treated as a thing in need of 
preservation. The Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, the subject of this chapter, was founded 
in 1904 as an institution devoted to seal carving, inscriptions, and practices of elite 
sociability. A cross between an archive, professional association, public garden, and 
social club, the Xiling Seal Society provided a venue for the performance of literati 
identity. It was a place where “scholars in retreat” could “leisurely sit and enjoy refined 
discussion, reciting poetry and drinking wine.”71 The garden setting was meant to 
contrast with the commercial environment of China’s modernizing coastal cities. Yet in 
                                                        




its very celebration of elite high culture, the Xiling Seal Society was itself subject to 
commodification.  
For members of the Xiling Seal Society, the institutional mission to “protect metal 
and stone inscriptions and research seal studies,” demanded the cultivation of an entire 
way of life. Literati seal carving was a technique of making, but it was also a means of 
self-expression and a foundation for community solidarity. Members pooled capital and 
corporatized property in order to make the Xiling Seal Society a place safe from the 
power of the market to upend collections and homogenize value. They celebrated the 
social model of “elegant gatherings,” which encouraged an interaction between people 
and things based on common interest and fellowship, as opposed to financial transactions 
or pedagogical projects. The Xiling Seal Society sought to promote seal carving as an 
anchor tethered to a nostalgically celebrated past when the making and study of seals was 
inseparable from an elite sociability based on shared historical references, refined leisure 
pursuits, scholarly acumen, and aesthetic taste. The Xiling Seal Society, in other words, 
promoted an amateur ideal of cultural production. The literati man of imperial China 
ostensibly served the state as a scholar-official and engaged in exclusive aesthetic 
pursuits, including seal carving, out of amateur interest, and not as a professional 
motivated by profit.72  
                                                        
72 The scholar official was more important as an ideal than a social type by the late imperial period. The 
ranks of the classically educated far outnumbered the availability of positions in service of the imperial 
state. Therefore, well before the twentieth century, self-styled literati engaged in various professions, 
including commercial artist. Many artists and others who depended on the market for a livelihood, 
however, still pursued an amateur ideal as part of an aesthetic and social value. The idea of the “amateur 
ideal” was first fleshed out in English-language scholarship by Joseph Levenson in Confucian China and 
Its Modern Fate: the Problem of Intellectual Continuity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1958). 
Levenson’s characterization of an amateur ideal shared by late imperial elites was perceptive, though he 




While it made the heritage of the past a central concern, the Xiling Seal Society 
was a modern institution with a charter, formal membership, and corporately held 
property. It was also, crucially, a physical place. Its permanent site, including the 
buildings, courtyards, grottos, and pavilions built there, the things archived there, the 
inscriptions carved there, and the gatherings held there made the Xiling Seal Society what 
it was. This place, and its namesake the Xiling Bridge, was suffused with nostalgic 
resonance for a regional elite. It was a site of authenticity set apart from the modern 
global transformation of places and space that produced the rise of Shanghai as a 
regional, national, and global center.73 For some members and visitors to the Xiling Seal 
Society, the source of its appeal lay in its role as a place with a sense of history not 
simply manufactured for the marketplace. For others, this cultural authenticity was a 
marketable thing, and “Xiling Seal Society” was a brand name.  
 
Story of a Stele: Antiquities Commodified and De-Commodified   
  
 The Xiling Seal Society was founded at a time when literati practices seemed 
threatened with extinction. In the late imperial period, the civil service examination had 
prescribed the learning and shaped the worldview of the educated elite. But starting in the 
nineteenth century, patterns of elite culture and political legitimation were shaken by 
                                                        
73 In the social sciences, scholars have long associated “place” with tradition, community, and the past, 
while “space” is associated with the leveling forces of modernity, the nation, and the global. National space 
overcomes local place. The use of “place” in this chapter, however, is not meant to replicate this binary of 
traditional place and modern space, but instead draw attention to places as socially and ideologically 
constructed units actively identified with particular communities and values. For a good overview of the 
concepts of place and space, see John A. Agnew, “Space and Place,” in The SAGE Handbook of 
Geographical Knowledge, ed. John A. Agnew and David N. Linvingston (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2011), 316-
330. There have been many useful applications of the concepts of space and place in recent works of 
Chinese history and some of this research is cited in the chapter. See also the introduction to Peter Carroll, 





imperialist intrusions, internal disorder, Qing decline, and the instability of elite families. 
As the link between state legitimation and the literati dissolved, commercialization 
became the principle force behind the transmission of literati culture. The Hangzhou 
Xiling Seal Society, however, was not founded as a commercial institution, but as a 
gathering place where common interests and friendship ideally governed the relationship 
between people and things.  
 The cultural biography of a stele inscribed during the Han dynasty, called the Han 
San Lao stele, elucidates the function of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society as a place 
ostensibly detached from the forces of commodification, despite the fact that members of 
the institution were actively involved in Shanghai commercial culture.74 The Han San 
Lao stele was the oldest and most valuable of the many inscribed stone tablets preserved 
by the Seal Society. Members of the Society valued antique stone inscriptions because 
they saw the connoisseurship and making of seals as closely related to the study of 
inscriptions and calligraphic morphology. The story of how this particular stele entered 
the institutional collection in 1921 epitomizes trajectories of commodification and de-
commodification taken by antiquities as they moved through space in the early twentieth 
century, and the ways that elites reconciled participation in the market with unease about 
market forces. At a time when all types of things increasingly entered into conditions of 
exchange, the Xiling Seal Society served as a place where culturally significant objects 
and texts could be archived, preserved, and removed from the marketplace.    
                                                        
74 The term “cultural biography” is taken from Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” in 
Appadurai. Kopytoff argues that a commodity is not a type of thing, but a stage in a thing’s social life, 
entered into during conditions of exchange. Just as anything has the potential to become a commodity, any 
commodity can become momentarily or permanently unavailable for further exchanges. Therefore, instead 
of ascribing things with fixed states like “commodity,” scholars should investigate their cultural 
biographies. This section’s use of the terms “commodity,” “commodification,” and “de-commodification” 
are indebted to this insight that things are not fixed commodities but are always potentially available for 




 Our cultural biography of the Han San Lao stele begins in 1852, when the stone 
was unearthed in the Zhejiang county of Yuyao, located between Hangzhou and the 
coastal city of Ningbo. The stele was inscribed during the Eastern Han dynasty (25-220 
CE) as a tablet commemorating a local official, his father, and his grandfather (the “three 
venerables” (San Lao). A late nineteenth century edition of the local county gazetteer 
described the stone’s discovery and its transport to the home of a local gentry man, 
named Zhou Shixiong, who had a passion for inscriptions. Lauded as the “preeminent 
stone of Eastern Zhejiang,” the stone’s value stemmed from its antiquity and the 
materiality of its 217 carved characters, which combined formal elements from seal script 
(dominant form of writing during the Qin dynasty, 221 BC - 206 BC) and clerical script 
(dominant form of writing during the Han dynasty, 206 BC -220 AD), thus illuminating 
the evolution from one to the other.75    
 Zhou Shixiong had a bamboo pavilion built to house the stele in his family 
compound. As long as it remained in the possession of the Zhou family, the stele was 
protected from the marketplace and acts of exchange. The stele’s inscription, however, 
circulated amongst a wider audience. Zhou hired workers to make over 100 ink rubbings 
of the stone’s carved surface, and after the Taiping Rebellion, he had further rubbings 
made of even higher quality. He circulated these copies beyond his local area, having 
                                                        
75 See Xiling yinshe ed., San Lao bei hui kao (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 2007) and Liu 
Shenzhan, “Jiwei zhengui de lishi wenwu,” in Xiling wangshi, ed. Wang Guoxun (Hangzhou: Xiling yinshe 
chubanshe, 2000), 202-206. Various colophons and commemorations written about the stele are collected 
in Xiling Seal Society institutional publications, including the thirty year anniversary publication, Ye Ming, 
ed., Xiling yinshe sanshi zhou jinian kan (Hangzhou: Xiling yinshe, 1935), 57-69 and an institutional 
history compiled in the 1950s (and republished in an annotated edition in 2003), Han Deng’an, Xiling 
yinshe zhigao (Hangzhou: Xiling Seal Society, 2003), 107-108. Below, I cite particular sources when they 
seem to be the origin, or best representative, of certain evidence. It may be noted that these institutional 
histories, and particularly the thirty year publication [henceforth shortened as Ye Ming, Sanshi] will be 
frequently cited throughout the chapter along with Chen Zhenlian, ed., Xiling yinshe bainian shiliao 
changbian (Hangzhou: Xiling Seal Society, 2003), a chronological compendium of primary and secondary 




them posted to well-known antiquarian scholars. The stele thus entered into the textual 
record, as it was recorded in diaries and catalogues of inscribed artifacts and rubbings. 
Famous scholars and calligraphers including Luo Zhenyu, Gu Dingmei, Wu Changshuo, 
Ding Bing, Yu Yue, and Fang Ruo commented on the rubbings in the form of artifact-
centered-notations, textual descriptions or comments on discreet artifacts.76 Some of 
these notations were written out in fine calligraphy and mounted with copies of the 
rubbing, creating one-of-a-kind collector’s piece [Figure 2]. These rubbings of the Han 
San Lao stele circulated at a time when an interest in ancient inscriptions ran high 
amongst scholars and calligraphers and they raised the value of the stone stele in advance 
of its appearance on the market.  
 Like so many other gentry families in nineteenth century Zhejiang, Zhou’s family 
eventually faced economic hardship and his descendants sold the San Lao stele to 
someone named in the records as Mr. Chen.77 In Mr. Chen’s possession, the stele was 
transported from Zhejiang to Shanghai. The movement of the stele across space 
corresponded with its change in status from non-commodity to commodity. Once in 
Shanghai, the further sale of the stele was almost inevitable. Indeed, it quickly became 
known that a Japanese buyer intended to purchase the stele and remove it from the 
country. This was troubling news for those who knew of the stele’s value or had a general 
concern for keeping Chinese antiquities within China.  
 
                                                        
76 Different rubbings of the stele have been closely studied using the methodologies of rubbing 
connoisseurship, discussed in Wu Hung, “On Rubbings,” in Writing and Materiality in China, ed. Judith 
Zeitlin and Lydia Liu (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).  See San Lao bei hui kao, especially 6-
10.  
 
77 In San Lao bei hui kao it is stated that this Mr. Chen was a real estate merchant by the name of Chen 




























Figure 2: Rubbing of the Han San Lao stele with Ding 
Bing colophon 
 




To prevent the sale of the stele to a foreigner, a group of Zhejiang natives, including 
members of the Xiling Seal Society, decided to purchase it instead.78 The group 
advertised shares in the antique artifact and raised 8000 yuan from sixty-five people over 
ten months in 1921.79 Those who purchased shares eventually received ink rubbings of 
the stone’s inscription. The stele was returned to Zhejiang province, where it was 
henceforth housed at the permanent site of the Xiling Seal Society.  
 Once again, the stele’s transport across space, from Shanghai to Hangzhou in this 
case, corresponded to a change in its commodity status. It was now removed from the 
marketplace. The collaborative purchase of the stele by shareholders made it difficult to 
re-sell, because no single person had the authority of ownership. Corporate ownership of 
property was a key feature of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society’s strategy of the de-
commodification of land and collected artifacts. In an open letter commemorating the 
“return” of the Han San Lao stele and the 1922 construction of a stone building to house 
it, this strategy was commended: “when it comes to the preservation of antiquities, one 
person guarding them cannot compare with many people guarding them.”80 The Han San 
Lao Stele became a prized possession of the Xiling Seal Society and a primeexample of 
its success in fulfilling its mission to “protect metal and stone inscriptions.”  
 The Xiling Seal Society was more than a preservationist institution that conserved 
and displayed antiquities in the manner of a museum. The other part of its mission was 
“to research seal studies.” Seal studies encompassed knowledge about ancient seals and 
                                                        
78 On the involvement of Xiling Seal Society members, see Han Deng’an, “Xiling yinshe de zuoyong,” in 
Xiling yinshe jiushi shiyi (1949-1962), ed. Wang Peizhi (Hangzhou: Xiling yinshe chubanshe, 2005).  
 
79 Wu Changshuo, “Han san lao shi shi ji,” in Ye Ming, Sanshi, 67.    
 
80 “Xinyou shouhui Han san lao bei bing jian shishi mujuan gongqi” [Public Announcement on the 






literati seal carving, as well as the application of this knowledge to further acts of seal 
production. The Han San Lao stele was thus an ancient inscribed artifact capable of 
inspiring new inscriptions. We see this process at work in a seal carved by Wu Zhenping, 
a member of the Xiling Seal Society and the son of one of its co-founders. The printing 



















Figure 3: Imprint of seal carved by Wu Zhenping, “Xiling Han 
stone” 西泠漢石 
 




By the time members erected the Han San Lao Stele on its grounds in 1922, the 
Xiling Seal Society was already nearing its twenty-year anniversary. Founded in the late 
Qing, the institution continued to expand its membership and collection throughout the 
Republican period, even as urgent calls for fostering a new national culture encouraged a 
passionate critique of tradition. The continued vitality of the Xiling Seal Society had to 
do with its appeal as a particular kind of place, one that recalled the cultural efflorescence 
of centuries past. It was a site of authenticity in a changing world.  
 
A Flourishing Age and a Century of Decline 
 The Xiling Seal Society might be seen as an institution engaged in the “invention 
of tradition.” According to Eric Hobsbawm’s introduction of that concept, invented 
traditions assert a symbolic continuity with “a suitable historic past,” but are in fact 
“responses to novel situations.”81 The historic past celebrated by the Xiling Seal Society 
was that of an idealized local literati culture, but the institution was in fact a response to 
the decline of the literati and the commercialization of culture.82 The built landscape of 
the Xiling Seal Society and the social functions staged there had a performative quality, 
as though the members were self-consciously reenacting a past golden age. Nevertheless, 
the continuities between the Xiling Seal Society and a late imperial regional culture of 
seal carving and literati sociability were not mere fabrications. Furthermore, while 
                                                        
81 Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition, 1-2. 
 
82 A related case is that of the rise of painting societies in Shanghai promoting painting in the literati style. 
See Julia F. Andrews and Kuiyi Shen, "The Traditionalist Response to Modernity: The Chinese Painting 
Society of Shanghai," in Visual Culture in Shanghai 1850s-1930s, ed. Jason Kuo (Washington D.C.: New 
Academia Publishing, 2007), 79-93 and Julie F. Andrews and Kuiyi Shen, “Traditionalism as a Modern 
Stance: The Chinese Women’s Calligraphy and Painting Society of 1930s Shanghai,” Modern Chinese 
Literature and Culture 11.1 (1999): 1-29. Andrews and Shen have written insightfully about the measures 




Hobsbawm and his collaborators saw “invented traditions” as being distinctly modern, 
the “tradition” of literati seal carving only emerged in the late imperial period, and 
underwent multiple transformations before the twentieth century.    
 Indeed, to understand why the founders of the Xiling Seal Society were so 
concerned with the fate of seal carving and study in the twentieth century, one must 
recognize that these practices had but recently gained immense popularity. The ancient 
inscriptions that members sought to preserve and transmit were sometimes millennia old, 
but the practices of making, research, and connoisseurship that they promoted stemmed 
largely from late-Ming and Qing literati culture. While ancient seals were cast or etched 
by craftsmen and served purely functional purposes, only in the Ming did significant 
numbers of literati take up the “iron brush” and carve their own seals in soft soapstone, 
making the seal an object of aesthetic appreciation. Only in the Qing, with the rise of 
evidential studies, did literati seal carving become firmly associated with research on 
epigraphic artifacts.  
 The Xiling Seal Society emphasized its commitment to preserving inscribed 
artifacts and promoting seal carving in general, but its very name evoked a particular 
lineage of literati seal carvers, active in Hangzhou in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries and ultimately grouped together as the “Eight Masters of Xiling.” This group of 
eight carvers formed the core of the Zhejiang school of seal carving, one of two highly 
influential styles of seal carving that emerged in the Qing period. 83 The person 
                                                        
83 The term “school” (pai), in this context, suggests a degree of formalization that did not actually exist. 
The grouping together of carvers into pai was a retrospective task. Such retrospective groupings were 
common. See, for instance, Ginger Hsu, A Bushel of Pearls: Painting for Sale in Eighteenth-Century 
Yangchow (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 6-10 for a discussion of the retrospective grouping 





recognized, retrospectively, as the founder of this school was the Hangzhou native named 
Ding Jing (1695-1765), whose six-sided seal was analyzed in the previous chapter. 
Members of the Xiling Seal Society commemorated and admired Ding Jing almost like a 
patron saint. A statue of Ding Jing, depicted as an old and emaciated scholar, was placed 
outside of the building that held the Han San Lao Stele, as if the seal carver was guarding 
the precious stone [Figure 4].84 To his early twentieth century admirers, Ding was a 
model seal carver: one who combined rigorous scholarship on inscriptions with aesthetic 
insight and masterful carving skills. He also epitomized the social subjectivity of the 
literati man. Although he never held an official position, preferring to remain in his native 
place of Hangzhou, he devoted himself to scholarship and socialized within exclusive 
networks of civil servants and local notables.85 And while he received commissions from 
wealthy patrons, he did not depend on seal carving as a profession or cater to the market. 
He was part of a generation that brought about a flourishing of literati cultural production 
in the decades following the Qing conquest and consolidation. Ding’s seal carving 
inspired his contemporaries, and his seals and style continued to serve as models for 
practitioners after his death.  
 
 
                                                        
84 In the statue, Ding Jing is depicted in the seated position leaning on a bamboo cane, a symbol of 
reclusion. See the old photographs reproduced in Wang Peizhi and Deng Jing, eds., Xiling yinshe lao 
zhaopian (Hangzhou: Xiling yinshe chubanshe, 2009), 43-44, 49, 203 and Ye Ming, Sanshi, p. 69. 
 
85 Indeed, Ding Jing’s localism may have made him especially attractive to Xiling Seal Society members. 
Scholar-officials were not allowed to serve in their home provinces. But by not seeking office, Ding Jing 
was free to devote himself to his home of Hangzhou and to the inscription-rich environs of the West Lake. 
Ding’s decision to not seek office was likely also seen, by later admirers, through the prism of a motif of 
retreat and reclusion, which was associated both with superior aesthetics and a principled rejection of 
politics. As discussed further on, the concept – or perhaps the style – of reclusion attracted members of the 























Figure 4: Statue of Ding Jing at the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society 
 
From: Wang Peizhi and Dengjing eds., Xiling yinshe lao zhaopian, 49. The image is a 




With Ding Jing’s antique “Zhe School” style marking the height of sophistication, seal 
carving and inscriptions continued to rise in popularity through the nineteenth century, 
even after the legitimacy of classical studies as a whole began a precipitous decline.    
 But by the twentieth century, the continued vitality of seal carving as a literati 
practice could not be guaranteed. For Hangzhou elites, a sense that the old order was 
crumbling and action was needed to maintain literati material culture, including seal 
carving, became especially keen in the aftermath of the Taiping Rebellion (1850-18640. 
The rebellion wreaked havoc on the most prosperous region of the empire and Hangzhou 
was devastated in irreversible ways. From a thriving city of over half a million people, 
the Hangzhou population plummeted to around 80,000 between 1860 and 1864.86 While 
many people died, those with the financial resources abandoned the city, often for 
Shanghai. The Taiping Rebellion also caused great damage to property, including 
libraries, collections, and the printing blocks of publishers. Writing about the scholarly 
life of the region, Benjamin Elman is stark in his assessment: “the Taiping Rebellion, for 
all intents and purposes, had liquidated the community of evidential scholars in 
nineteenth century Jiangnan.”87 So complete was the devastation, the cultural historian 
Meng Yue has argued that we cannot attribute the nineteenth century rise of Shanghai 
solely to the product of global forces that established it as a treaty port. Its rise was also 
contingent on the massive shift of cultural and economic capital away from key Yangzi 
                                                        
86 Mary Backus Rankin, Elite Activism and Political Transformation in China (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1986), 61. Compare statistics given in Wang Liping, “Paradise for Sale: Urban Space and 
Tourism in the Social Transofrmation of Hangzhou, 1589-1937,” PhD thesis (University of California, San 
Diego, 1997), 169. She puts the pre-devastation population statistic close to one million and the post-
devastation number at 100,000. 
 





Delta cities in the wake of the Taiping Rebellion.88 The elite seal carvers of the Jiangnan 
region were certainly not spared. Qian Song (1818-1860), a minor official who modeled 
his seal carving after that of Ding Jing, committed suicide during the siege of 
Hangzhou.89  
  Although the devastation of the Taiping Rebellion scattered people and 
resources, some elite families and local gentry returned to Hangzhou and other cities in 
the region to re-gather and rebuild. Tobie Meyer-Fong has emphasized post-Taiping acts 
of “gathering” as “active processes of reconstitution and normalization,” whereby 
regional elites contributed, in their own locales, to an empire-wide process of stabilizing 
the imperial order.90 In Hangzhou, gentry participation in community rebuilding was led 
by the two brothers Ding Bing (1832-1899) and Ding Shen (d.1887).91 The Ding brothers 
are best known for restoring the Wenlan Hall, a book repository that held a complete 
collection of the imperially commissioned Four Treasuries, a compendium of around 
                                                        
88 Meng, Shanghai. 
 
89 Another carver whose life was impacted was Zhao Zhiqian (1829-1884). Zhao Zhiqian had studied the 
Zhejiang school methods of Ding Jing and his followers but developed his own style, partly through his 
exposure to newly circulating epigraphic artifacts, from stele and ancient seals to bronze mirrors, coins, and 
ceramic tiles. The Taiping Rebellion, which forced him to flee to Fujian province, coincided with the death 
of his daughter and wife. He fell into a deep depression and changed his studio name to Bei’an 悲盫, or 
Studio of Sadness. Zhao Zhiqian incorporated the new studio name into his seal carving compositions, and 
used side inscriptions to document his sentiments during this troubled time. See Wu, Chao-jen. “Between 
Tradition and Modernity: ‘Strange Fish of a Different Species’,‘Products of Wenzhou’ by Zhao Zhiqian 
(1829-1884) and Their Relationship to the Epigraphic Studies of Late Qing,” (PhD thesis, University of 
Kansas, 2002), 126-27. 
 
90 Tobie Meyer-Fong, “Gathering in a Ruined City,” in Lifestyle and Entertainment in Yangzhou, ed. Lucie 
Olivova and Vibeke Bordahl (Copenhagen: Nias Press, 2009), 38. Compare William Charles Woolridge, 
“Building and State Building in Nanjing After the Taiping Rebellion,” Late Imperial China 30.2 (Dec 
2009): 84-126. In focusing on the post-Taiping administration of Zeng Fuofan, Woolridge argues that in the 
Nanjing case the initial reconstruction of the city was not led by gentry or Nanjing elites but by outsiders, 
including Zeng himself. Zeng’s concept of “practical administration” and the reconstruction activities led 
by his administrative bureaus “shored up the power of the Qing state at the expense of the Qing court,” 
making the idea of a Tongzhi “Restoration” a misnomer (86).  
 
91 They were not related to the eighteenth century seal carver Ding Jing, though they did collect and print 




40,000 woodblock reprints of important and rare books.92 During a Taiping siege of 
Hangzhou, the Wenlan Hall was damaged and the books dispersed. Before the Taiping 
rebels had even been defeated, the Ding brothers started recovering the damaged books, 
which were “in disorder and incomplete, like people scattered far from their homes.”93 
They would henceforth engage in a two decades long project of repairing damage, 
collecting and copying missing volumes, and finally restoring the physical structure of 
the Wenlan Hall and returning the books to the imperial collection. The new governor of 
Zhejiang undertook the repairs with the help of local elites, and after its completion, Ding 
Bing was rewarded with an imperial honor for his role.94  
 Restoring the Four Treasuries was part of the Ding family’s broader involvement 
in local reconstruction efforts that straddled the line between public and private 
initiative.95 The Taiping Rebellion provoked the devolution of centralized political 
authority out to the localities, a process that some scholars have associated with the rise 
of a “public sphere” in China.96 Yet ties between local elites and the state proved resilient 
                                                        
92 On the Four Treasuries, see R. Kent Guy, The Emperor’s Four Treasuries: Scholars and the State in the 
Late Qianlong Period (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987). 
 
93 Ding Ren, “Ba qian juan lou shumu ba,” in Ba qian juan lou shu mu, vol. 20 (Hangzhou: 1923). This 
source is the preface to a catalogue of the Ding family library by Ding Ren, who we will encounter as a co-
founder of the Xiling Seal Society and a relative of the Ding brothers. 
 
94 In addition to the account given by Ding Ren in the above, see also the Ding Bing biography in Tu Lien-
Che, "Ting Ping" in Eminent Chinese, 726-727 and Gu Zhixing, Wenlange yu Siku quanshu (Hangzhou: 
Hangzhou chubanshe, 2004), chap. 4. Ding Bing also has a published chronological biography (nianpu). It 
is collected in Yi tang lei bian (Jiahui tang, 1900), which was compiled by Ding Bing’s son, Ding Lizhong. 
The nianpu covers 4 juan in volume 7-8 of the 8 volume collection.    
 
95 Ding Bing’s nianpu is replete with references to restoration projects, such as the repair of temples, 
shrines, bridges, and the like.  
 
96 Rankin makes this argument in Elite Activism. The book highlights Ding Bing, in particular, as a new 
kind of “gentry manager,” an extra-bureacratic elite engaged in such public activities as infrastructure 
projects and charitable services. Frederic Wakeman questioned the extent of independence from the state 
maintained by these elites and the suitability of the “public sphere” designation in “The Civil Society and 




in the nineteenth century, and the Wenlan Hall restoration serves as a case in which 
something that started as a private endeavor ended as a reconstruction project with state 
oversight. The Ding brothers hoped their activities would bolster imperial power, as well 
as the imperial era order of knowledge represented by the Four Treasuries.  
 The Xiling Seal Society resembled some of the rebuilding initiatives undertaken 
by the Ding brothers. One of the founders of the Society, Ding Ren (1879-1922), was 
even a grandson of Ding Shen. Along with other members of the Seal Society, Ding Ren 
dedicated himself to acts of gathering, including collecting, publishing, and socializing, 
that recalled the values of the post-Taiping generation of Hangzhou elites. Yet the Xiling 
Seal Society – an institution started entirely through private initiative – emerged within 
the context of the final decline of the imperial institution. Its members sometimes evoked 
the concept of “national essence,” but they did so in appealing to both the imperial state 
and, after its founding, the Republican state. They were not engaged in a larger project of 
consolidating an imperial order.  
 
An Innovative Institution Cloaked in Nostalgia 
 The founding of the Xiling Seal Society was part of an explosion of associational 
activity that occurred from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century. The post-
Taiping period in Hangzhou saw a rapid increase in the number of schools and welfare 
agencies, and in the first decade of the twentieth century, the introduction of a chamber of 
                                                                                                                                                                     
138. More recently, Benjamin Elman has also argued that conceptual differences in the Western and 
Chinese notions of the “public” challenges arguments for the rise of a public sphere in late imperial China. 





commerce and self-governance associations.97 Zhejiang elites often had close ties to, or 
lived in, Shanghai, a city of increasingly dense networks, including guilds and 
professional organizations, revolutionary groups, and native place associations. Some of 
these associations responded to needs created by urban and commercial growth, while 
others were hallmarks of the changing dynamic between state and local society. Like 
many other new types of institutions of the time, the Xiling Seal Society faced 
contemporary challenges with innovative approaches. Yet the founding members of the 
Xiling Seal Society wrote about the institution in ways that stressed continuity with the 
past.    
 As a formal institution, the Xiling Seal Society had a mission statement and a 
charter, held property, and sought recognition from the state. To further its mission to 
“protect metal and stone inscriptions and research seal studies,” the organization’s charter 
called for biannual meetings and stipulated guidelines for an institutional collection, 
donations, and membership.98 During its first decade, the Society did not hold any formal 
activities in Hangzhou, but rather recruited members, fundraised, and built up its 
permanent site on approximately one acre of land by the West Lake. The name “Xiling” 
was taken from the nearby Xiling Bridge that connected Solitary Hill, the largest island in 
the West Lake, to the lake’s northern bank. By adopting this name, the founders drew on 
a familiar literati strategy of anchoring elite communities to particular sites, usually ones 
that evoked powerful sentiments due to an association with historical events, venerable 
individuals, and the appearance of the place name in poetry, publication titles, and of 
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course, seals.99 Indeed, the place name Xiling was already associated with regional seal 
carvers grouped together as the Masters of Xiling, a grouping that included anywhere 
from four to eight carvers. For instance, in 1885, Ding Bing published his Seal Album of 
the Four Masters of Xiling, based on the seals in his collection.100 
The Xiling Seal Society was founded by four Zhejiang natives, Ding Ren (1879-
1922), Ye Ming (1867-1948), Wang Fu’an (1880-1960) and Wu Yin (1867-1922). Ding 
Ren, as previously noted, was the scion of a powerful Hangzhou lineage, though one that 
saw its fortunes decline drastically at the turn of the century. He carved seals and was 
also known for his ink painting. Ye Ming (1867-1948) was born in Hangzhou and lived 
there most of his life. Skilled in seal carving and a scholar of inscriptions, Ye also took 
commissions as a carver of stele, the stone monuments often erected for commemorative 
purposes. Wang Fu’an (1880-1960) was a Hangzhou native and his father had headed a 
local academy. He worked as a teacher when he was young and later took on a wide 
assortment of professions as he moved around the country. Working for the Shanghai-
Hangzhou Railway Bureau in the early Republican period, he utilized training in 
mathematics and engineering. Afterwards, his work drew more on his exposure to 
inscriptions and antiquities and his skills as a scholar and seal carver. In Beijing in the 
1910s, he worked for the Palace Museum and with a bureau of the Beiyang government 
that produced official seals. He briefly held a similar position for the Nationalist 
government in Nanjing, before moving to Shanghai where he became a commercial seal 
carver in the 1930s. Wu Yin (1867-1922) was from Shaoxing, a city not far from 
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Hangzhou and also in Zhejiang’s economic core. He was, it is said, from a poor family, 
but trained as a stele carver and ultimately made his way to Shanghai where he became a 
businessman. Wu Yin founded the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society (discussed in detail in 
chapter 2), a commercial counterpart of the Hangzhou institution that was independent in 
terms of property ownership, but closely linked in other ways, beginning with the shared 
name.101 
 None of the four co-founders held a civil service examination degree or served the 
imperial state in any capacity, and so their claim on literati culture was based entirely on 
cultural and social proclivities that had emerged as a by-product of the scholar-official 
lifestyle. In the first three decades from its founding, the Xiling Seal Society had 
members who represented different generations, different politics, and different social 
classes. The majority of the approximately eighty members who entered the Society 
during the Republican period came from local scholarly families of some means and a 
few even held examination degrees.102 Gao Yehou was a 1903 juren from a wealthy 
Hangzhou clan involved in the silk industry. Ge Shuhui was from a wealthy scholar 
official family in possession of an extensive library full of rare volumes. Both were avid 
collectors of seals and seal albums. At the other end of the spectrum were members who 
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language research on the institutional history of the Xiling Seal Society. See, for instance, the essays 
collected in Chen Zhenlian, ed., Xiling yinshe zaoqi sheyuan sheshi yantaohui lunwen ji (Hangzhou: Xiling 
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102 While only eighteen members are listed in Ye Ming, Sanshi, 93, the publication only recorded those 
members who had already passed away. Eighty members are listed in a 1947 source, Yu He, ed., Zhongguo 
meishu nianjian 1947 (Shanghai: Shanghai shehui kexueyuan, 2008), 20-21. For a side-by-side comparison 
of different membership rolls given in different sources, see Ding Linian, “Xiling yinshe zaoqi sheyuan 





came from modest backgrounds and had no significant private collections but gained the 
attention of senior members because of their skill in seal carving. Han Deng’an, for 
instance, became a seal carver by profession after illness caused him to end his formal 
schooling. He became a Xiling Seal Society member in 1934, and would eventually play 
a central role in the reorganization of the Xiling Seal Society during the early years of the 
People’s Republic of China. One of the more famous early members, Li Shutong, also 
known by his Buddhist tonsure name Hongyi fashi, studied art and music in Japan and 
taught these subjects, back in China, in ways that would have been most upsetting to the 
scholar officials of yore – by encouraging the use of nude models, for instance. The first 
director of the institution was Wu Changshuo, a seal carver, painter, and calligrapher who 
lived in Shanghai and had an international reputation. Through connections to Wu 
Changshuo, and to the co-founder Wu Yin, two early members of the Society were the 
Japanese artists and collectors Kawai Senro and Nagao Uzan.103 The second director of 
                                                        
103 Both of these early Japanese members have short biographies in Lin Qianliang’s Xiling qunxing, 278-
288.  Nagao graduated from Tokyo University in 1888. Over the next decade, he held a variety of 
government and academic positions, until he moved to Shanghai in 1902. In Shanghai, he worked for the 
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members of the Xiling Seal Society, as indicated by the story of the Han San Lao stele, which opens this 
chapter. It is worthwhile noting that a nativist concern for keeping Chinese antiquities in China did not 
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the Society was Ma Heng, an early member who taught courses on the study of artifacts 
for Beijing University and later became the director of the Palace Museum.104  
 Even this brief overview of Xiling Seal Society members should make it clear that 
social background, or membership in a coherent social group that can be encompassed by 
the term “literati,” is not what held this community together. While the “amateur ideal” 
held that people sharing a social status (scholar-officials) would engage in certain 
scholarly and aesthetic practices, for Xiling Seal Society members it was an investment in 
scholarly and aesthetic practices that forged a group identity. Regardless of their class or 
professional backgrounds, the members were all involved in making or collecting seals 
and other inscribed objects and many were also painters, calligraphers, and bamboo 
carvers.  
The exclusive, self-reproducing, and uniquely prestigious literati lifestyle evoked 
by the Xiling Seal Society was, for its members, a fantasy, but a fantasy most 
enthusiastically pursued. The acknowledged model for the Xiling Seal Society, for 
instance, was the literati social clubs and scholarly networks of the late imperial period, 
such as the West Lake Poetry Club, a Hangzhou group of the eighteenth century in which 
the seal carver Ding Jing took part. The institution’s statement of purpose, written in 
florid classical Chinese and promulgated by the Seal Society in 1913, stated “in the 
prosperous age of Qianlong and Jiaqing, Ding Longhong [Ding Jing], Jin Dongxin and Li 
Fanxie first formed the Poetry Society, and then Qian Shuyi, Ji Jieyi, and Shi Lianyi later 
established the Jie Society.” The poetic passage seamlessly blended references to the past 
with its presentation of the Seal Society’s purpose, thus eliding the significant difference 
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between the contemporary institution and its predecessors. Unlike the Seal Society, Qing 
dynasty literati social clubs tended to be informal, partly because they operated under a 
state ban on organized gatherings of literati.105 The West Lake Poetry Club, for instance, 
did not have an official agenda or a permanent meeting place. Its members would 
occasionally gather at a private home or a scenic spot to play games, drink, and compose 
poetry.106 In addition to operating under the Qing ban, the club had no need for further 
formalization because of the strength of the elite community at its core.107  
In comparison, the Xiling Seal Society’s more grounded institutional foundation, 
and its permanent site in particular, compensated for the weakening of community ties 
following the Taiping Rebellion and assuaged anxieties that literati seal carving was in 
decline. The Xiling Seal Society’s West Lake grounds and its institutionalized property 
distinguished it from literati social clubs. Yet in their fundraising and maintenance of 
corporately held property, the founders drew on strategies for pooling capital and 
resources developed by late imperial elites. A primary model for the corporatization of 
property was the lineage trust, which has been described as “a defensive strategy to 
protect resources, particularly in contexts of competition, uncertainty, and change.”108 
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106 The Poetry Club is discussed in chapter 2 of Chak Kwong Lau, “Ding Jing.” 
 
107 On literati societies, see also Chen Baoliang, Zhongguo de she yu hui (Beijing: Beijing renmin daxue 
chubanshe, 2011), chap. 4 and James Polachek, The Inner Opium War (Cambridge: Harvard University 
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politics.   
 
108 Mary Backus Rankin and Joseph Esherick, Chinese Local Elites and Patterns of Dominance (Berkeley: 
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Families would pool capital and resources to build lineage halls, protect property, and 
further family interests. Craig Clunas has noted that in the late Ming, a time of intense 
status competition, “the creation of a garden acted as a focus of family solidarity, 
symbolizing its collective strength in an area.”109 The Xiling Seal Society also had garden 
features, such as pavilions, springs, and rockeries, and served a symbol, and a source, of 
collective strength, with the collective being a creative and scholarly lineage, not a 
familial one. As with Ming gardens, moreover, the corporatization of property provided 
leverage against commodification, and the garden setting served as a place deliberately 
removed, at least initially, from the arena of commerce.  
 Another organizational model of the Xiling Seal Society lay in native place 
associations. Indeed, because of the strong representation of Zhejiang natives in the 
institution’s membership, the Xiling Seal Society might be characterized as an inverted 
native place institution. Like native place lodges, the Xiling Seal Society held corporate 
property, served as the locus of group identity formation, venerated worthy exemplars, 
and commemorated deceased affiliates.110 But while native place lodges were institutions 
where individuals from the same region lived, convened, and pursued their interests while 
sojourning in other cities, the Xiling Seal Society served as a place rooted in the locality, 
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109 Clunas, Fruitful Sites, 200. 
 
110 On native place associations, see especially Goodman, Native Place and Richard Belsky, Localities at 
the Center: Native Place, Space, and Power in Late Imperial Beijing (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2005). Belsky, in particular, discusses Beijing Native Place Associations as corporate institutions. He 
defines them as corporate in the sense that “property was held in common and because periodically held 
rituals were an essential feature of the associations” (121). He also argues that they were corporate in the 
sense of being “legally recognized collectivities of compatriots” (164). Members of the Xiling Seal Society 
also seem to have seen the institution as holding certain legal rights to non-appropriation, either by 





where members, who were scattered in different cities, could return for regularly 
occurring events. While the institutional similarities are notable, the key binding principle 
behind Xiling Seal Society group identity was not shared provincial background but 
shared cultural inclinations as makers and scholars of seals and inscriptions. For this 
reason, the Xiling Seal Society would later be recognized as a particular type of cultural 
institution: a fine arts association. Such a label should not be ascribed too hastily to the 
early Xiling Seal Society, which had diverse models and functioned more as a 
generalized heritage institution and social club than as a dedicated arts institution.  
 With its corporate property, the assets of the Xiling Seal Society belonged to the 
group as a whole. The land on Solitary Hill developed by the members was public and 
state-controlled, but the buildings, rockeries, and other landscaping constructed with 
member donations counted as institutional property.111 In petitioning the local 
government for recognition, first in 1905 and again in 1913, after the Republican 
revolution, the founding members of the Xiling Seal Society emphasized the joint 
ownership of property in order to underscore the idea that the Society was not the product 
of proprietary self-interest. The 1913 petition read: “Members pooled resources to fund 
construction; the land is public but the right to what is on the land belongs to the Seal 
Society and is the corporate property of private persons…building the Society was 
motivated by nothing more than ornamenting the lake and mountains and researching 
inscriptions, and there is no one who desires to appropriate [the land]. Though private it 
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is also public.”112 The petitions also argued that the institution served the “public good” 
by protecting “national essence” 國粹.113 Although it promoted elite literati culture, the 
Xiling Seal Society also, when useful, broadcasted its mission as something expansively 
inclusive. Multiple individuals owned the property and the institution embraced multiple 
stylistic traditions of seal carving. As the director Wu Changshuo would write, “even 
though the Society is called Xiling,” a name associated with the Zhe school of seal 
carving, “it does not create boundaries around itself.” 114   
 In its first decade, members developed Xiling Seal Society property with financial 
contributions from a range of sources. According to an institutional record completed 
around 1915, but not published until 1963, in the first decade since the institution’s 
founding, sixteen members donated nearly 2000 silver dollars to the institution. The four 
founders contributed over half this total, and Wu Yin gave almost 500 silver dollars.115 
Besides money, people donated construction materials, seal albums, and books.116 The 
institution accepted donations from members and non-members. Members, accepted 
through a recommendation process, all had some proficiency at seal carving or epigraphic 
scholarship. Non-member contributors were simply funders. The institution’s thirty-year 
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113 The concept of national essence is discussed in more detail in the following chapter. It meant different 
things to different constituencies over the course of the late Qing and Republican periods, but the 
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Popular Sympathy in Republican China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), pp. 151-158. 
 
114 Wu Changshuo, “Xiling yinshe ji,” in Ye Ming, Sanshi, 21. 
 
115 Shen Huixing, “Guanyu ‘Xiling yinshe xiaozhi’ ruogan wenti de tantao,” in Chen Zhenlian, ed. 2006. 
The record also lists Wu Yin’s wife as an independent contributor of 80 silver dollars.  
 
116 Ibid. According to the charter, the Society’s collection included seals, seal albums, painting, calligraphy 





anniversary publication (1934) memorialized thirty-six such donors who had passed 
away, designating them as “Supporting Gentlemen.”117 Most of the people who helped 
fund the Xiling Seal Society hailed from Hangzhou and surrounding areas. The most 
famous donor member, however, was the late nineteenth century reformer and 
constitutional monarchist Kang Youwei, who was from south China.118 Kang’s 
involvement, however nominal, shows the reach of the institution and serves as a 
reminder that the preservationist goals of the Xiling Seal Society were deeply important 
even to reform-minded individuals preoccupied by matters of national salvation. 
 Donations to the Xiling Seal Society also came from other institutions. In one 
case, a professional arts association called the Painting, Calligraphy and Seal Carving 
Institute of Shanghai Tijin Hall, an organization that counted founders Ding Fuzhi and 
Wu Yin as its members, raised money for the Xiling Seal Society through the advertised 
sale of paintings and seal albums. A building constructed with the support of this money 
was named Tijin Hall after the Shanghai organization.119 With corporate funding, the 
Xiling Seal Society not only avoided being associated with the narrow self-interest of 
                                                        
117 92-93. 
 
118 Ibid. Kang Youwei was an enthusiastic supporter of the epigraphic (jinshi) school of calligraphy. He 
published a collection of essays on the subject and viewed the monumental calligraphic style of rock 
inscriptions as a superior to canonical imperial era calligraphic models. For Kang, perfecting calligraphy 
was an important part of promoting Chinese cultural identity and thus bolstering its national strength. See 
Wen C. Fong, Between Two Cultures: Late-Nineteenth and Twentieth-Century Chinese Paintings from the 
Robert H. Ellsworth Collection in The Metropolitan Museum of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2001), 27-29.   
 
119 Han Deng’an, Xiling yinshe zhigao, 141-142. The Painting, Calligraphy and Seal Carving Institute of 
Shanghai Tijin Hall was one of the most important networks of literati-style artists and connoisseurs in 
early twentieth century Shanghai. The organization, like the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, drew members 
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revolutionary association. The institute had explicitly commercial functions in terms of setting price lists 
and holding small-scale exhibitions that were opportunities for financial transactions. See Yu He, ed., 
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particular individuals, it also safeguarded property at a time of social flux, when private 
collections were increasingly broken up and sold.120 
 In addition to protecting its site and collection from commodification, the 
corporatization of the Xiling Seal Society’s property also served to authorize and elevate 
things originally produced as commodities. Many of the seal albums that entered the 
institutional collection were recently printed publications of a Shanghai business, also 
called the Xiling Seal Society, established by Wu Yin, one of the co-founders of the 
Hangzhou institution.121 Once archived in a library, the de-commodified albums were 
given a value beyond the price attached to them in the market. The cynical analysis 
would be that this was in fact the primary function of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society. 
But not all members stood to gain financially from the profits of the Shanghai Xiling Seal 
Society. A genuine attachment to the literati culture of inscriptions and seal carving, an 
attachment both intellectual and sentimental, provided inspiration for the founding and 
maintenance of the institution.  
 The innovations of the Xiling Seal Society were for the sake of promoting a 
nostalgic vision of a fading literati culture. A major component of this vision involved an 
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idealized manner of social interaction. With its garden landscape and scenic setting, the 
Xiling Seal Society was to be a place where friends could gather. For this reason, the 
immoveable property of the Xiling Seal Society – its garden setting, architectural 
features, and the like – were as important a part of the institution’s corporate property as 
its collection. The setting was a haven for “elegant gatherings,” or yaji – literati social 
functions that brought together like-minded men for the purpose of strengthening and 
celebrating social bonds while engaging in elite pastimes, such as viewing paintings and 
composing poetry.122 As occasions for socializing, drinking, playing games, writing 
poetry, and engaging in connoisseurship activities, they combined social interaction and 
aesthetic sensibilities with group identity formation and the performance of elite status. 
The events were often commemorated in poetry and painting, such that initially intimate 
gatherings became imprinted on the cultural memory of generations. As a place for 
elegant gatherings, the Xiling Seal Society promoted a model of sociability that was also 
a model for how to make, study, and otherwise engage material objects.   
 
Gathering People across Time and Space 
For an institution with a formal mission statement, the Hangzhou Xiling Seal 
Society was not very active in some ways. Its members gathered for functions 
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infrequently and the Hangzhou institution engaged in few projects of publishing, 
collation, or public outreach in order to further its mission. Chapter 3 will show how co-
founder Wu Yin’s private business – the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society – was much more 
active in this regard. The Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, however, is best understood not 
as an event-sponsoring institution, but as a particular kind of place. Its main function was 
to provide a certain type of landscape to promote a certain type of elite social interaction 
– the elegant gathering – as an ideal and a possibility. Great energy was put into the 
cultivation of its physical site, and its buildings and other physical features became the 
subjects of commemoration in poems and encomiums. To members, the link between the 
production of a poetic landscape and the mission of promoting seal studies was obvious. 
The making and connoisseurship of seals were activities suited to elegant people and the 
Xiling Seal Society provided a place, full of cultural and historical resonances, where 
elegant people were apt to gather. 
 The Xiling Seal Society evoked the type of wilderness retreat idealized by the 
literati as a suitable space to purify the mind and produce objects of aesthetic value to be 
enjoyed by like-minded friends. This landscape full of elite pretensions was created at a 
time when the relationship between culture and a public audience was shifting. The 
commercialization and print reproduction of literati material culture made things 
previously limited to private collections more widely available for circulation and visual 
consumption. Xiling Seal Society members, especially Wu Yin, actively contributed to 
this process. In Shanghai, painting associations and commercial outlets often held 
“elegant gatherings” that followed the imperial model only insofar as they were 




the Shanghai events were open to the public, shared features with other public exhibitions 
emerging at the time, and facilitated commercial transactions.123  
Another way that elite material culture became more public in the early twentieth 
century was through the introduction of museums – non-commercial institutions with 
pedagogical goals. An industrialist named Zhang Jian established the first Chinese owned 
and operated museum in 1904, the same year the Xiling Seal Society was founded.124 The 
museum, attached to Zhang’s estate in Nantong, Jiangsu, targeted members of the public 
who already had some education and exposed them to new knowledge and new ways of 
seeing the world. Specifically, Zhang’s museum displayed things within an overarching 
classificatory system that emphasized science and evolutionary progress. The museum’s 
juxtaposition of natural history specimens and culturally significant artifacts, according to 
Lisa Claypool, served to imbue the latter with the same “factual content” that accrued to 
the specimens.125 By promoting detached observation, the museum fixed historical 
artifacts in the past and thus trained its audience to become conscious of historical 
progress.126 In the late Qing and early Republican periods, the introduction of museums 
                                                        
123See chapter 5.   
 
124 On the museum, see Lisa Claypool, “Zhang Jian and China’s First Museum,” The Journal of Asian 
Studies 64.3 (2005): 567-604 and Qin Shao, “Exhibiting the Modern: The Creation of the First Chinese 
Museum, 1905-1930,” The China Quarterly 179 (2004): 684-702. 
125 590.  
 
126 The museum’s role in projecting a temporality of linear history and progress is discussed in John 
Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics, Culture, and Class in the Nationalist Revolution (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1996), 51-55. Fitzgerald contrasts the temporality of the museum with that of the garden 
and argues that museums were displacing gardens in the Republican period. He suggests that the garden 
represented a static, ethical regime of value and historical consciousness. His assertion that gardens “went 
out of fashion” (51) in this period is highly doubtful. In some cases, garden landscapes, like that of the 
Xiling Seal Society, appealed to the nostalgic sensibilities of modern subjects. In other cases, as argued by 
Meng Yue in Shanghai, gardens built in the Republican Period were sites of sometimes large-scale 





proceeded slowly and without significant government support. The market and print 
culture played a much more central role in publicizing collections.127  
 The Xiling Seal Society provided a place for a different type of social interaction 
and material engagement from that promoted by the commercialized elegant gatherings 
of Shanghai and the pedagogical displays of museums. Its members promoted a close-
knit community, continuity across time, and an interaction with objects based on common 
interest, not commercial intent or pedagogy. As a model, members looked to historic 
gatherings of literati in the imperial period. The first formal event held by the institution, 
in 1913, commemorated the 1,560 year anniversary of a literati garden party at which 
Wang Xizhi composed one of the most important works of cursive calligraphy in Chinese 
history.128 Indeed, the event was called an “imitation” of the distant event.129 In the fall of 
the same year, the Seal Society held its official inauguration. Referring to this event, the 
Society’s new director, Wu Changshuo, recorded that “the many gathered gentlemen 
                                                        
127 See Shana Brown, Pastimes, 56-59. Brown suggests that museums caught on slowly because 
antiquarians saw collecting as private activities and enjoyed their antiquities in seclusion. Elsewhere in her 
book, however, she emphasizes the importance of the market, social networks, and the publication of 
collections through print reproduction. See also chapters 3 and 5 of this dissertation.  
 
128 Wang Xizhi’s Orchid Pavilion Preface was composed in the year 353. The year 1913 was deemed a 
special anniversary of this composition because according to a method of recording the passage of time 
based on sixty-year cycles, 1913 marked the twenty-sixth sixty-year cycle since Wang Xizhi’s famous act 
of writing. Wang Xizhi’s Orchid Pavilion Preface epitomizes the canonical letter-writing style of Chinese 
calligraphy. This calligraphic orthodoxy was challenged by the epigraphic (jinshi) school, which 
encouraged the study and emulation of original sources, such as stone stele and seals. The Seal Society 
promoted epigraphic calligraphy, yet still celebrated the memory of the Orchid Pavilion Preface. This can 
be explained, in part, by the fact that what they were celebrating was the social act of writing, not a 
particular calligraphic style. By the late Qing, moreover, it may be that the waning cultural authority of 
calligraphy inspired solidarity amongst practitioners of different styles. Compare, Lothar Ledderose, 
“Aesthetic Appropriation of Ancient Calligraphy in Modern China,” in Chinese Art: Modern Expressions, 
ed. Maxwell Hearn and Judith Smith (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001), 213-244. In the 
same year of the Xiling Seal Society Orchid Pavilion imitation, other groups across the country held their 
own “elegant gatherings” to mark the anniversary of the Orchid Pavilion Preface, including one in Beijing 
presided over by the reformer and nationalist Liang Qichao. This is discussed in Shenqing Wu, “Contested 
Fengya.”   
 




behaved with elegance and propriety, drinking wine, reciting poems, and reluctant to 
leave. Truly it was an elegant gathering for a grand occasion.”130 Henceforth, the Society 
held biannual yaji, coinciding with the spring and autumn festivals of Qingming and 
Zhongjiu. These gatherings brought together members who, in many cases, did not live in 
Hangzhou and involved the ritualistic commemoration of deceased seal carvers and 
former members, in addition to opportunities to view and discuss collectibles.131 
According to the institution’s charter, the events provided opportunities for attendees to 
share items from their personal collections, including “bronzes and stones, calligraphy 
and paintings, carvings and ceramics, pictures and curios.” While the Xiling Seal Society 
built a permanent archive of books, seal albums, and stele as a part of its corporately 
owned property, it also legitimated the private ownership of things while routinizing 
social events for members to share their collectibles with peers.  
 At an elegant gathering, people interacted with material objects in an intimate, 
pleasurable, and sociable setting. For the late imperial Chinese elite, the viewing, as well 
as making, of objects often involved the cultivation of elite social networks. Richard 
Vinograd has noted that “scholar-amateur” painting, for instance, was oriented toward 
what he calls “small group communion.”132 Painting invited group participation by 
providing space for the addition of seals and colophons. Painting, calligraphy and seal 
                                                        
130 Wu Changshuo, Xiling yinshe ji, in Ibid., 20.   
 
131 Han Deng’an, “Wo suo zhidao de Xiling yinshe xie xu” in Wang Peizhi, 118. Han Deng’an only joined 
the Xiling Seal Society in the 1930s. At that time, as described by Han, the bi-annual events were mainly 
attended by members who lived in either Hangzhou or Shanghai. The commemorative activities took place 
first, followed by casual social interaction and the viewing of collectibles. On the significance of ritual 
activities, some quite similar, in Beijing native place associations, see Richard Belsky, Localities, chap. 6.  
132 Richard Vinograd, “Private Art and Public Knowledge in Later Chinese Painting,” in Images of 
Memory: On Remembering and Representation, ed. Susanne Kuchler and Walter Melion (Washington 





carving also incorporated historical and cultural references that activated the memory of 
elite viewers. Instead of a fixed display, scrolls and albums allowed for the portability of 
creative works, which could be enjoyed with friends indoors or out. As a site for “elegant 
gatherings” the Xiling Seal Society served as a place where small group communion 
could survive in an age of public spectacle and public pedagogy.  
 Members of the Xiling Seal Society sometimes staged photographs of themselves 
engaging in this style of social and material interaction. One such photograph shows the 
founders Ding Ren and Wu Yin casually seated at an outdoor table examining seals and, 
according to a calligraphic colophon, discussing them [Figure 5]. Another shows co-
founders Wang Fu’an and Ding Ren with other members gathered around a table on 
which seals, seal albums, and what may be a box for seal ink are laid out [Figure 6].133 
Although captured in a different media, these photographs resonate with imperial era 
paintings commemorating famous literati friendships and gatherings of the past. The 
early Qing painting Venerable Friends, for example, shows a small group of elite men, 
including Dong Qichang (1555-1636) – an influential painter and theorist of painting of 
the late imperial period – seated outside in a garden setting drinking wine [Figure 7]. 
Two of the men hold open a scroll, suggesting that the group is enjoying painting or 
calligraphy along with each other’s company.134  
                                                        
133 Wang Peizhi and Deng Jing, eds., Xiling yinshe lao zhaopian, 176-77. 
 
134 The painting is discussed, and reproduced, in Timothy Brook, “The Artful Life of the Late-Ming 
Recluse: Li Rihua and his Generation,” in The Artful Recluse: Painting, Poetry, and Politics in 
Seventeenth-Century China, ed. Peter C. Sturman (Santa Barbara: Santa Barbara Museum of Art, 2012), 
51-61. Significantly, the painting was executed a generation after the gathering it was inspired by. 
Separating the gathering and the painting was the fall of the Ming dynasty and the establishment of the 
Manchu Qing dynasty – traumatic events for literati like the painter. Timothy Brook writes that “The work 
furnishes a glimpse of the leisured existence of the late-Ming elite world that artists of the early Qing felt 
they had lost” (54). So both the early Qing painting and the early Republican period photograph of elegant 








































Figure 5:  Ding Ren and Wu Yin enjoying seals 
 
From: Wang Peizhi and Deng Jing, eds., Xiling 
yinshe lao zhaopian, 155. 
Figure 6: Photograph of Xiling Seal Society members 
 
From: Shou Xiangjun, ed., Xiling yinshe jiushi nian, 13. 
Figure 7: Xiang Shengmo and Zhang Qi, Venerable Friends, 1652. 
 
From: Chen Jiru, “Contemplating Reading: Sixteen Views,” China Heritage 






The photograph staged by the Xiling Seal Society members bears resemblance to the 
seals and inscriptions these individuals carved. In each case, what animated the new was 
a connection to past precedents that activated cultural memory.  
 In addition to serving as a potential gathering place for contemporaries, the Xiling 
Seal Society also gathered people across time by promoting a lineage of seal carvers and 
linking contemporary practitioners to the great masters of the past. In the Revering Virtue 
Pavilion, members erected twenty-six stone-inscribed portraits of seal carvers in 1914. In 
the calligraphic inscription that accompanied the portraits, co-founder Wu Yin mused: 
“without seal carvers, how will the study of seals be transmitted? Without the Seal 
Society, how will seal carvers gather / be gathered?”135 Wu Yin’s query – how will seal 
carvers gather / be gathered – references both the contemporary individuals who might 
look upon the portraits as well as the seal carvers of the past, whose portraits and seal 
albums were gathered at the site. Gathering people, across space and across time, was so 
important to the institution because learning from and manipulating models was at the 
core of literati creative production, including literati seal carving.  
 The calligraphic inscriptions that pervaded the physical space of the Xiling Seal 
Society made visible a social and aesthetic network. Like a painting that bears the traces 
of different owners or viewers accumulated over time, the landscape of the Seal Society 
reinforced a sense of community as it collected the calligraphic traces of different hands. 
Befitting an institution dedicated to inscriptions, the site was suffused with text, some of 
it carved into stele or straight into the rock faces of the landscape. Wu Yin’s inscription 
accompanying the portraits of seal carvers is one example of a member’s contribution to 
this text-rich space. The thirty-year anniversary commemorative publication of the Xiling 
                                                        




Seal Society recorded forty-one stele and twenty-four cliff inscriptions carved since the 
founding of the institution and displayed at the site.136 Some of these inscriptions 
materialized the type of collaboration ideally fostered by the small group communion of 
the elegant gathering. For instance, a stele erected to commemorate the construction of 
the Hall of Taking Pleasure in Viewing melded together the creative efforts of two co-
founders and the director of the institution. Ding Ren wrote the text, Wu Changshuo 
executed the text in calligraphy, and Ye Ming carved the seal script calligraphy into the 
rock surface of the stele [Figure 8]. The content of the passage authored by Ding 
included a clarification of the property status of the Xiling Seal Society “from the land 
and trees to the products and objects.” Ding emphasized that the property belonged to no 
single individual or his descendants. The property was owned by multiple individuals, 
just as the stele was the product of multiple hands and minds.137   
The contemporary inscriptions at the Xiling Seal Society shared space with 
imperial era stele from many different dynasties, creating the impression of a landscape 
of trans-temporal connections.138 While the imperial era stele had wide-ranging content 
and the contemporary inscriptions often referred to the history or landscape features of 
different parts of the property, all the inscriptions from different eras were linked in the 
sense that they all materialized a moment in the history of the development of writing, 
calligraphy, and inscriptions.  
                                                        
136 88-89. 
137 “Xiling yinshe xinjian Guanlelou zhi beiji,” in Ye Ming, Sanshi, 55-56. Members of the institution also 
collaborated in the making of seals. A seal carved with a line of poetry from the Tang Dynasty poet Du Fu 
featured a calligraphic composition done by co-founder Wang Fu’an but was carved by fellow member 
Tang Cuishi. The side inscription, by Wang, recorded the story behind their joint effort. See Wang Jiakui, 
Jindai yintan dianjianglu, 171.  
 
138 See Ye Ming, Sanshi, 86. The prize item of the collection of imperial era inscriptions was, of course, the 




























Figure 8: Hall of Taking Pleasure in Viewing stele rubbing 
 




Consider, for instance, a stele recording the director, Wu Changshuo’s, encomium to the 
institution. Carved with the archaic seal script, the stele conveyed the message of its text 
through its content and also through its calligraphic form. Wu’s text read “From youth to 
old age, I have not been apart from seals for a single day.”139 The outcome of this 
intimacy with ancient inscriptions is visible in his masterful seal script calligraphy 
[Figure 9]. Every contemporary inscription displayed at the Xiling Seal Society was 













Less publicly visible than the stele inscriptions, though no less important, were 
the seal albums that the institution archived.140 One of these albums, Selected Seals of the 
Eight Masters of Xiling, documents the type of social interaction and aesthetic 
                                                        
139 Wu Changshuo, “Xiling yinshe ji,” in Ibid., 19-22, 22. The commemorative publication reproduces 
rubbings of the stele on which Wu Changshuo’s encomium was carved and pairs it with the text of the 
encomium printed in regular script.  
 
140 Twenty-four high quality multi-volume albums are recorded in Thirty Year. It is unclear if this was a 
comprehensive record or highlights of the collection (90-91). As previously noted, many of these albums 
were commercially available.  
Figure 9: Stele rubbing from Wu Changshuo, “Xiling yinshe ji”  
 




communion idealized by the founders of the Xiling Seal Society. This 4-volume album 
was compiled and printed by the co-founder Ding Ren based on seals in his own 
collection. The album expanded on the earlier Seal Album of the Four Masters of Xiling, 
published by Ding Ren’s grandfather and great uncle. These albums were crucial to 
fixing the “eight masters,” Ding Jing (1695-1765), Huang Yi (1744-1802), Xi Gang 
(1746-1803), Jiang Ren (1743-1795), Chen Yuzhong (1762-1806), Chen Hongshou 
(1768-1822), Zhao Zhichen (1781-1852), and Qian Song (1818-1860), as the core of the 
“Zhe school” of seal carving. The albums also recorded multiple layers of social 
interaction amongst different generations of elites.  
 The albums were hand printed, with rubbings of side inscriptions also produced 
by hand. Altogether, the albums reproduced imprints and side inscriptions of 500 seals. 
Woodblock printed notes prepared by Ding Ren accompanied the seals. The notes 
glossed the text of the seal imprints and side inscriptions and, in some cases, provided 
additional information about the seals, such as who had owned them and how Ding Ren 
had acquired them for his collection. The seals and Ding Ren’s notes created a record of 
elite social networks between the “eight masters” and their friends and between Ding Ren 
and his. For instance, one page featured an oval shaped seal imprint from a stone carved 
by Ding Jing with the text “Young Liang.” In the side inscription, Ding Jing had recorded 
that he carved the seal for Liang Mengshan, a friend who was an official who had 
achieved the juren degree of the civil service examinations [Figure 10]. Ding Ren’s note 




noted that the seal was obtained for him in Beijing from Tang Zuishi (1886-1969), a 



























Figure 10: Ding Jing side inscription rubbing and seal imprint, “Young Liang” 小梁  
 
From: Ding Ren, Xiling bajia yinxuan, 69.  
 
 
The seal, its side inscription, and the compiler’s note memorialized the friendships 
between Ding Jing and Liang Mengshan and Ding Ren and Tang Zuishi. Other seals 
featured in the albums were obtained for Ding from other friends, including many 
                                                        





acquired by the Xiling Seal Society co-founder Wang Fu’an.142 In the afterword to the 
album, Ding Ren discussed his family’s history of collecting seals of “Wulin [Hangzhou] 
sages” and also commemorated the Xiling Seal Society. He connected the institution’s 
founding to the gathering of friends for the sake of making seal albums, and presumably, 
this particular seal album.143  
 This focus on learning from the past and social interaction within a community of 
practitioners and connoisseurs set the Xiling Seal Society apart from other settings where 
material things were displayed. The elegant gatherings that took place at the Hangzhou 
site, however, were hardly mirror images of their imperial era counterparts. They were 
routinized, institutionally organized, and held at a regular location. Moreover, the Xiling 
Seal Society did hold a significant large-scale exhibition, demonstrating that the 
institution and its members were very much engaged with new ways of showcasing 
material culture. The exhibition, held October 20-22, 1923, coincided with a celebration 
of the twentieth year anniversary of the founding of the Society. The Painting and 
Calligraphy Exhibition of Masters of Metal and Stone 金石家書畫陳列會 did not 
display seals, which were somewhat unsuited to an exhibitionary context, but rather 
hundreds of works of calligraphy and painting of jinshi jia 金石家, or masters of metal 
and stone inscriptions, a designation that was often adopted by seal carvers.144 The 
                                                        
142 For instance, Ibid., 100, 145, 154.  
 
143 Ibid., 567-569.  
 
144 In addition to the fact that seals did not lend themselves to display in an exhibitionary context, the 
members may have chosen to exhibit calligraphy and painting because these things were more highly 
regarded as art objects and collectibles. Consider, for instance, Bai Qianshen’s recent discussion of the 
cultural hierarchy of collectibles. He has argued that books represent the first tier, painting and calligraphy 
the second, and “three-dimensional art objects” the third (393). Although members of the Xiling Seal 
Society sought to elevate the status of seals by linking them to the scholarly studies of inscriptions, they 




display items were from the private collections of members and the event was open to the 
public free of charge.145 One year later, the commercial counterpart of the Xiling Seal 
Society published a high quality collector’s set of albums featuring lithographs of the 
exhibited works, as well as an index indicating whose collections the works belonged in, 
mostly those of two wealthy members, Gao Yehou and Ding Haolu. The publication 
made the works of art available for further public circulation.146 
 This exhibition of painting and calligraphy predated the first ever state-sponsored 
national exhibition of fine arts by five years. The state-sponsored exhibition, which is 
discussed in chapter 5, was commended for publicizing art for the first time. This was not 
the case. Members of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society may have celebrated a model of 
elite gatherings between like-minded friends for the purpose of enjoying and studying 
antiquities and collectibles, but they also helped publicize elite material culture. Indeed, 
the permanent site of the Xiling Seal Society was itself a public space that was part of the 
developing tourist infrastructure of Hangzhou and the West Lake. Public uses of the 
Xiling Seal Society grounds and the visibility this openness brought to the institution 
threatened to trivialize its high-minded purpose. But it also provided the institution and 
its members a greater visibility that was actually quite welcome. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                     
interesting precisely because it blurred the lines between book, two-dimensional artwork, and three-
dimensional craft object. See, Bai Qianshen, “Antiquarianism in a Time of Crisis: On the Collecting 
Practices of Late-Qing Government Officials, 1861-1911,” in World Antiquarianism: Comparative 
Perspectives, ed. Alain Schnapp (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2013), 386-403. 
  
145 Chen Zhenlian, ed., Xiling yinshe bainian, 184. Gao and Ding were also the editors of the lithographed 
albums. See Gao Yehou and Ding Haolu, eds., Jinshi jia shuhua ji (Xiling Seal Society, 1924, 1935). 
 
146 Ibid. The lithographed volumes were published in two sets. The Columbia University Library holds one 
set published 1924 and another published 1935. I believe that both parts were originally published in 1924 
and reprinted in 1935. This publication was one of many produced in the final decade of the Qing and the 




Reclusion and Public Visibility 
 The Xiling Seal Society’s landscaping and architecture evoked rusticity and 
detachment from worldly affairs, suggesting an eremitic rejection of politics.  Here was a 
place where one could follow winding dirt paths, rest in shady caves and by scenic 
springs, and ruminate in buildings like the Study for Returning to Simplicity. But as was 
often the case in the imperial period, these tropes of reclusion could serve as a political 
statement: a rejection of the state’s misguided goals in favor of the noble pursuit of 
scholarship. In the early years of the Society, this sentiment was voiced by Kawai Senro, 
one of the two Japanese members, who in 1906 wrote an encomium to the Society that 
included this statement: “following the contemporary discourses of power, the military 
cultivates unruliness, commerce fosters competition in the market, the Qing dynasty 
creates unruliness everywhere and takes as its pressing affair the pursuit of wealth and 
power. Only these gentlemen pursue noble ambitions.”147 For the author, the weakened 
Qing government privileged “wealth and power” while culture and scholarship decayed. 
Compensating for this neglect, the Xiling Seal Society’s members served the “noble” 
purpose of championing culture and scholarship. By the Republican period, however, the 
Xiling Seal Society’s survival depended partly on its usefulness to the state.  
 While the local government of Republican China, like its Qing predecessor, 
acknowledged the “public good” served by the Xiling Seal Society, it had its own 
interests in the West Lake region where the Society was located, beginning with the 
promotion of revolutionary memory as national culture. Upon taking over administration 
of the West Lake, the state appropriated sites of imperial authority and converted them 
into sites of revolutionary memory. Various shrines that dotted the West Lake became 
                                                        




memorials for revolutionary martyrs. The Xiling Seal Society responded to this 
development by enshrining its own revolutionary martyr, a deceased early member of the 
Society who had briefly worked in Sun Yatsen’s provisional government. 148 Over a 
decade later, when the Nationalist Party was in power, members of the Xiling Seal 
Society had to ward off a threatened appropriation of its land for an expansion of the 
neighboring Sun Yatsen Park.149 Even though the Nationalist government turned to 
tradition and conservative Confucian values to promote its state agenda, a private cultural 
institution that celebrated the elite over the mass did not conform with its approach to the 
past.150 Nevertheless, the property of the Xiling Seal Society was not nationalized until 
the early years of the People’s Republic of China.  
 The Xiling Seal Society successfully maintained its site on the West Lake 
throughout the Republican period primarily because it fit in nicely with the tourist and 
leisure industry promoted by city officials since the 1911 revolution.151 In the imperial 
period, the city walls of Hangzhou separated urban life from the culture of the West 
Lake.  After the Qing dynasty was toppled, however, plans to topple the walls quickly 
followed and they came down in 1913.  For the post-Qing local government, the removal 
of the walls and the development of lakeside public space was a part of a larger project of 
                                                        
148 Ibid., 100. Wang Peizhi, ed., Xiling yinshe jiushi shiyi,1949-1962, 167.  
 
149 Han Dengan, “Xiling yinshe de lishi zuoyong,” in Ibid.   
 
150 Interestingly, during the state-sponsored West Lake Exposition, which took place in Hangzhou in 1929, 
the grounds of the Xiling Seal Society housed the hygiene exhibition. Although the exposition did include 
displays of metal and stone artifacts, the Xiling Seal Society’s relationship to seals and material culture was 
not highlighted by the exposition, and it was simply used of as space available for the display of something 
totally unrelated. See Li Hangyu, Lao Hangzhou (Nanjing: Jiangsu meishu chubanshe, 2000), 185-96.  
151 On the Hangzhou tourist industry see Wang Liping, “Tourism and Spatial Change in Hangzhou, 1911-
1927,” in Remaking the Chinese City: Modernity and National Identity, 1900-1950, ed. Joseph Esherick 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2000), 107-120 and Wang Liping, “Paradise For Sale.” Compare 
Eugene Wang, "Perceptions of Change, Changes in Perceptions--West Lake as a Contested Site/Sight in the 





city branding. City planners pinpointed tourism as a new type of industry to revitalize 
Hangzhou following its decline as a commercial center. As part of the high-traffic tourist 
region of the West Lake’s solitary island, the garden setting of the Xiling Seal Society 
became a type of product to be consumed. 
 For some of the members of the Xiling Seal Society, the tourist 
commercialization of what was meant to be a place for literati culture was regrettable. 
This was despite the fact that the space was always meant to be open to the public. The 
institutional charter declared that while the Society “has been established for the purpose 
of researching and discussing elegant things,” it would not prohibit visits from “cultured 
literati and scholars in retreat who wish to leisurely sit and enjoy refined discussion, 
reciting poems and drinking wine.”152 The actual visitors who entered the grounds during 
the Republican period, of course, did not conform to this ideal of elegant comportment. 
Many of them were out of town tourists from Shanghai who saw a trip to Hangzhou, 
made accessible by rail travel, as a diverting way to escape the stresses of urban life. A 
guidebook to Hangzhou and the West Lake published in 1929, when the West Lake 
Exposition thrust the space of the Xiling Seal Society into a spectacular celebration of 
industry and modernity, described the main attractions of the Society as its feel of “old 
time leisure” and the view of the “entire lake” from the Four View Pavilion.153 The 
                                                        
152 The passage goes on to read: “We hope that of those who are kindly willing to visit, most will take a 
little care toward the pure and venerable; [they] must not damage the elegant [things] with disorderly play.  
[If they do, they must] present fees to the Society in compensation.” The stipulations for recompense in the 
case of “disorderly play” serves to acknowledge the fact that the grounds are open to a public audience that 
may not conduct themselves in the refined manner of old-style literati.  
 
153 Hangzhou Xihu youlan zhinan (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju youxian gongsi, 1929), 25. The full text of 
the entry reads “To the right of the Zhu Gong shrine. Memorializes the founder of the Qing dynasty 
Zhejiang School of seal carving, Ding Jingshen [Ding Jing]. It was founded by Ding Ren [Fuzhi], Ye Ming, 
Wu Yin, and Wang Shouqi [Fu’an] and others. It has the following sites: Mountain River Rain Dew 




guidebook also encouraged visitors to “create a daily schedule” in order to “avoid the 
problem of wasting time and throwing away money,” and listed the Xiling Seal Society 
as part of a lake-circuit of tourist sites worth seeing even if visitors only had a single 
day.154 By making the Xiling Seal Society and its air of literati elegance a site to be seen, 
the guidebook rendered irrelevant the mission of the institution: to create a space for 
literati culture not as an anachronistic diversion, but as a necessary condition for 
maintaining the social and material practices undergirding literati seal carving and the 
connoisseurship of calligraphic inscriptions.        
 The possible trivialization of the Seal Society and its mission by a tourist culture 
of display bothered the co-founder Ye Ming, who edited the Society’s 30-year 
commemorative publication. In his afterword to the publication, which included 
photographs of its various buildings, as well as institutional records, Ye wrote: 
Looking back at the past thirty years, the gatherings of the members have not been 
frequent.  Some are wandering far from home, some have returned to the mountain 
of the way.  Recalling those who are gone, I have lingering thoughts without end.  
Out of deep concern over great changes, everything in the society has been 
photographed and compiled in an album.  But this has not been done as a tourist 
guide, and thus [the publication] is called the Xiling Seal Society Thirty Year 
Commemorative Publication.155 
 
In this elegiac passage, recorded at “the south window of the Ye family temple,” Ye 
Ming expressed a sense of loss over the scattering and passing away of his like-minded 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Simplicity. With its rather circuitous bamboo paths, thatched railings and rustic buildings, it has the 
amusement of old time leisure. There is the exquisite four-sided Four View Pavilion. From it the entire lake 
can be viewed. The Tijin Hall is to the left, the Viewing Pleasure Hall is to the right. Below the Society and 
to the left is the Botang Bamboo Pavilion and to its right is the West Lake Construction Department, and 
next to this is the tomb of Guo Xiaotong.” It is interesting that the guidebook makes no mention of when it 
was founded, an elision that may have been made to purposefully emphasizes its “old time” qualities. By 
contrast, a founding date is given for the Zhejiang Library.  
 
154 Ibid., 109-111. 
 





friends. He also conveyed an anxiety that the Society and its collection, created to 
preserve and transmit seal studies, was itself in need of preservation.    
 Yet Ye Ming’s elegy obscured the actual complicity of the Xiling Seal Society 
and many of its members in the commodification of literati culture. The West Lake site 
became a place for small-scale commercial transactions. During a visit to the Xiling Seal 
Society, one could purchase tea and snacks and enjoy them along with the lake view.156 
There was also a shop on the grounds that sold seals (especially those carved by Seal 
Society members), albums, rubbings and books. This made the Seal Society not unlike 
contemporary non-profit museums that remove artifacts from the marketplace and 
simultaneously participate in the commodification of culture by selling reproductions of 
the artifacts in their gift stores. Indeed, in the case of the Xiling Seal Society, the 
boundary between the cultural and the commercial was even more porous. From the very 
beginning, the name “Xiling Seal Society” became associated with a commercial brand 
due to co-founder Wu Yin’s Shanghai business of the same name, discussed in depth in 
the following chapter. In the above-cited epilogue, Ye Ming clarified that the commercial 
operation called the Xiling Seal Society was a private business and not the same as the 
Xiling Seal Society of Hangzhou.157 But this was a case in which the denial of a 
relationship between two institutions was motivated by the reality of a relationship – one 
that was symbiotic in nature. While the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society was cultivated as a 
site of authenticity literally grounded in a local elite culture, the Shanghai Xiling Seal 
                                                        
156 A 1935 photograph shows that the teahouse served distinctly modern refreshments like glass bottled 
beverages, albeit on rustic and engraved bamboo tables. Wang Peizhi and Deng Jing, eds., Xiling yinshe lao 
zhaopian, 41.  
 





Society broadcasted the values of this local elite culture by making “Xiling” a nationally 
and internationally recognized brand name. It marketed heritage products such as thread-
bound books, seal albums, and rubbings, and even reproductions of the Han San Lao 
stele. The inscribed stone, removed from the marketplace through its joint purchase and 
ownership, became the basis for ink rubbings marketed in the catalogues of the Shanghai 
Xiling Seal Society.158 In this manner, the elite culture celebrated by the Hangzhou 
Xiling Seal Society was transmitted to a public audience more varied and anonymous 
than the idealized literati community of days gone by.  
 If the tourists who consumed the quaint atmosphere of the Xiling Seal Society did 
not match the generic identity, evoked in the charter, of cultured literati and scholars in 
retreat, neither did the members. For indeed, by the time the Xiling Seal Society was 
inaugurated, “the literati” had arguably ceased to exist. A specific relationship between 
the imperial state and the empire’s educated elite had produced that social group, and that 
relationship definitively ended with the abolition of the civil service examination in 1905. 
The members of the Xiling Seal Society feared that in changed times the culture of 
literati seal carving would disappear without concerted efforts resisting that outcome. 
This reality drove the contradictory impulses of celebrating an elite culture while 
simultaneously ensuring its transformation into something less elite and more 




                                                        
158 See, for instance, Xiling yinshe mulu [Catalogue of the Xiling Seal Society], in Zhongguo jindai guji 
chuban faxing shiliao congkan, vol. 9, ed. Yin Mengxia and Li Shasha (Beijing: Guojia tushuguan 





Books, Art, Ink, Seals: From Heritage Preservation to Customizable Commodities 
 
Introduction 
 In the first decades of the twentieth century, the commercial marketplace 
contributed greatly to the preservation and transformation of practices, knowledge, and 
material things related to literati culture. Literati culture had long been enmeshed with 
commerce in imperial China. But in the modern period, commerce became the principal 
motor driving the continued production (and reproduction) of such things as seal carving, 
painting, calligraphy, and classical texts.159 The increased importance of commerce in 
sustaining literati culture can be explained by a number of interrelated factors. First, the 
modern state was less concerned with, and even antagonistic to, the high culture and 
learning fostered by the defunct imperial regime. Second, the literati in some respects 
ceased to exist as a coherent social group after the abolition of the civil service 
examination in 1905. Additionally, the influx of new learning, especially in the areas of 
science and technology, but also political and social theory, challenged the monopoly on 
knowledge and culture long held by the classically educated. For many, the Confucian 
classics, antiquarian research, and literati pastimes did not hold the key to strengthening 
China in the modern world and were increasingly perceived as barriers to modernization 
in China’s transition from imperial regime to nation state.  
                                                        
159 Art historians have produced many excellent studies related to the commodification of culture in the late 
imperial period. See, for instance, Craig Clunas, Superfluous Things and Jonathan Hay, Shitao: Painting 
and Modernity in Early Qing China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). Already, in the late 
imperial period, literati culture had become commercialized and detached from a more spontaneous 
lifestyle deriving from inclusion in the scholar-official class. But in the late imperial period, the self-
consciously performative literati culture that was sustained by commerce could at least reference a scholar-
official lifestyle that did still exist for some people and still held enormous cultural authority. This became 




 Under these circumstances, explicitly preservationist projects arose in response to 
anxieties that old knowledge, old skills, and old modes of social and material engagement 
would become obsolete. One such project involved forming an institution dedicated to 
literati seal carving and the study of inscriptions – the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society. 
From the time of its founding in 1904, this institution had a commercial doppelganger 
operating in Shanghai and called the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society. 160 Because this 
business and its offshoots operated throughout the Republican period, its commercial 
catalogues shed light on the changing ways literati culture and seals were marketed over 
the course of the early twentieth century.  
 The Shanghai Xiling Seal Society reinvented itself again and again in response to 
a changing social context and consumer base. In each of three major iterations, the scope 
of the business narrowed as its audience expanded. From its founding to 1922, under the 
ownership of Wu Yin, the business was primarily a bookstore and publisher. It helped 
produce a canon of literati seal carvers of the imperial period through the production of 
high quality hand-printed seal albums. It targeted a scholarly elite and specialized in 
rubbings, albums, and imperial era books, including rare volumes from the Song and 
Yuan dynasties, as well as famous antiquarian catalogues compiled during the Qing 
dynasty. Under Wu Yin, the Xiling Seal Society presented its products within a self-
consciously traditional framework.  
                                                        
160 It is possible that the Shanghai business was founded under the name Xiling Seal Society one year 
before the Hangzhou institution was founded. In 1950, an offshoot of the original business, to be discussed 
later in the chapter, was registered by the Shanghai municipal government and in one registration it is 
stated that the business was originally named “Xiling Seal Society” and was founded in 1903. Shanghai 
Muncipal Archives, S 289-4-5, 上海市儀器文具商業同業工會會員登記表. The 1929 catalogue also 
indicates that the business was founded in 1903. See, “Xiling yinshe qishi yi,” in Yin Mengxia and Li 
Shasha, 1. This sequence of events, if correct, very much goes against the lore of the Xiling Seal Society as 
presented in Chinese language reminiscences and scholarship. In this scholarship, Wu Yin is presented as a 
late-comer who joined the group that founded the Xiling Seal Society only after the original plans were 




 In the second phase, from 1922 to 1934, Wu Yin’s sons, Wu Xiong and Wu 
Zhenping, jointly owned the business and reoriented it away from a preservationist 
emphasis on classicism. As the inventory and national and international reach of the 
business expanded, it embraced a niche within the modern commercial art market. Its 
catalogues highlighted popular products, such as art reproductions, that had broad appeal 
and circulated as a part of China’s modern visual culture. Then, in 1934, the business 
split into two and Wu Zhenping created the Xiling Seal Ink Qianquan Seal Ink 
Distributor. This third reiteration of the business remained in operation through the 
1950s. It focused solely on products directly related to seals and seal carving, particularly 
seal ink and seals as customizable commodities. These were things that were useful to 
those who used seals for purposes of practical authentication, and they thus had a 
function in modern society separate from the contexts of literati culture and art.  
 Throughout the three phases, outlined above, “Xiling Seal Society” maintained a 
status as a high end brand. Nevertheless, the business made literati material culture more 
available and ultimately more accessible, in the sense that it increasingly catered to 
consumers who were not classically educated but could appreciate literati art and seal 
carving on different levels. The business thus contributed to the democratization of 
connoisseurship in an age of mass culture.  
 
Recluse in the Metropolis 
 If the market was central to the preservation and transformation of literati culture 
in the early twentieth century, Shanghai was central to the market in cultural products. It 




Yangzi Delta cities like Hangzhou. As Hangzhou struggled to rebuild following the 
Taiping Rebellion, Shanghai flourished. The region’s cultural and economic power was 
turned “inside out” over the second half of the nineteenth century. 161 Part of the changing 
dynamic between Shanghai and Yangzi Delta cities was a dramatic shift in population. 
By 1964, Hangzhou’s population dropped by as much as 90%, from around a million 
residents to 100,000.162 By contrast, in 1862 alone, Shanghai’s population increased by 
almost 300% as 50,000 people migrated to the international settlement.163 While 
Hangzhou and, more generally, the entire Yangzi Delta region declined, natives of this 
area shaped Shanghai’s growth. Co-provincials from Zhejiang dominated banking and 
the silk industry in an environment in which native place and guild affiliation were often 
closely linked.164 Educated migrants found work in Shanghai’s private academies, in the 
publishing industry, or in commercial enterprises. At the lower end of the social 
hierarchy, educated but impoverished members of the former-gentry sometimes turned to 
fortune telling or to selling calligraphy and painting at street side stalls. 165 The inside out 
turn by which economic dynamism moved from the Yangzi Delta region to the coast was 
accompanied by a restructuring of social values whereby the hierarchical relationship 
between the educated elite and merchants began to break down completely. Wealth 
became a crucial indicator of status, while the sale of examination degrees by a cash-
                                                        
161 I take the term “inside out” turn from Meng Yue, Shanghai. 
 
162 Wang Liping, “Paradise for Sale.” 
 
163 Meng Yue, Shanghai, xviii.  
 
164 Bryna Goodman, Native Place. 
 
165 Li Changli, Wan Qing Shanghai (Tianjin: Tianjin renmin chubanshe, especially 119-130. Li suggests 
that lower class educated literati were basically no different from “coolies” in terms of their level of 




strapped state, followed by the outright abolition of the examination system, diminished 
the prestige of being a degree holder.166    
 Wu Yin, co-founder of the Xiling Seal Society, was one of many Zhejiang natives 
to migrate to Shanghai and make it a home and place of business. Wu Yin defied a 
simplistic social categorization, especially one based on the idealized imperial era 
classification schema of the “fourfold people.”167 The four social types identified by that 
model were scholar, peasant, artisan and merchant; Wu Yin was artisan, scholar, and 
merchant all in one. In his youth, he trained as an artisan stele carver. Later, he used his 
skills at carving text as a foundation for gaining knowledge about inscriptions and also 
cultivated the behavior, literary capabilities, and social networks of a scholar. Artisanal 
and scholarly acumen both contributed to Wu Yin’s success as a businessman in 
Shanghai. Yet if one considers only his self presentation, Wu Yin was primarily a scholar.  
 Down to his very name, Wu Yin presented himself as the epitome of an elite 
scholarly man who holds himself at a distance from all that is vulgar. His chosen surname, 
“Yin,” means reclusion. Wu Yin also referred to himself using the studio name Dun’an, 
which means “Hut of Retreat.” Through these names, Wu Yin presented himself within 
the tradition of the Confucian eremitic: the man of virtue who withdraws from the world 
and active political service because his lofty character is at odds with the degraded 
times.168 Wu Yin may have been making an active political statement, as he was, at least 
                                                        
166 Ibid. See also Yeh Wen-hsin, Shanghai Splendor: Economic Sentiments and the Making of Modern 
China, 1843-1949 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007). 
 
167 Even in the late imperial period, the schema of the fourfold people was, as Craig Clunas articulates, 
more “a powerful image of a social imaginary” than a lived reality. See Craig Clunas, Empire of Great 
Brightness, 39-49.   
 
168 Alan J. Berkowitz, “The Moral Hero: A Pattern of Reclusion in Traditional China,” Monumenta Serica 




superficially, a loyalist to the Qing.169 Unlike other loyalists in Shanghai in the early 
twentieth century, however, Wu Yin had never held actual political authority or official 
titles to begin with. His identification with the trope of reclusion had more to do with 
what it signified in the late imperial period, when reclusion was associated with a tasteful 
affinity for nature in the context of urbanization and commercialization.170 The trope of 
reclusion, as we have seen, was also important to the self-presentation of Ding Jing, the 
founder of the Zhejiang school of seal carving. By fashioning himself as a recluse in the 
metropolis, Wu Yin announced his connection to the unbridled creative spirit of Ding 
Jing, a man who travelled along lakes and hills making rubbings and seeking inspiration 
for his archaic seal carving. 
 Far from being reclusive in actuality, Wu Yin was the most socially connected of 
the founders of the Xiling Seal Society.171 His self-presentation as a recluse was a 
projection of how he viewed himself and how he wished to be viewed by his 
acquaintances and by potential consumers. Wu Yin’s business sold products appealing to 
the educated elite. As such, the owner’s persona as a learned recluse suited the branding 
of the company and its merchandise. Another key component of this branding was the 
name, Xiling Seal Society, and the relationship between the Shanghai business and the 
Hangzhou institution.   
 The Hangzhou and Shanghai Xiling Seal Society were neither a single entity nor 
fully independent. The two were most clearly distinct in terms of property rights. The 
                                                        
169 We know Wu Yin was at least superficially a Qing loyalist because he continued to refer to the Qing 
dynasty as “the current dynasty” in publications he compiled in the imperial era. 
 
170 Clunas, Fruitful Sites, 91-93.  
 
171 It was Wu Yin’s friendship with the famous artist Wu Changshuo, for instance, which led to the latter 




built landscape, books, albums, and monuments of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society 
made up the corporate property of the members. No individual member held the authority 
to sell this property or pass it down to family members, while Wu Yin’s sons inherited 
his company. Nevertheless, the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society and the Shanghai business 
did have intermeshed financial interests. Wu Yin, as co-founder, invested significant 
resources into the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, more than any other individual.172 At 
least by the early 1920s, Shanghai Xiling Seal Society products were available for 
purchase at a store located at the Hangzhou site.173 Many of the products sold by Wu 
Yin’s business were connected to various members of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, 
through authorship, editorial roles, or endorsement.174 In the publications of the business, 
the name Xiling Seal Society was printed in the margins of the thread-bound books and 
little effort was ever made to distinguish this Xiling Seal Society from the one in 
Hangzhou during the first two decades of operation.175   
 In 1915, Wu Yin furthered the ties between the Hangzhou and Shanghai 
institutions by providing resources for additional landscaping at the Hangzhou site. This 
year, a building and pond were constructed on the grounds and named, respectively, 
                                                        
172 Chen Zhenlian, “Guanyu Wu Yin zai Xiling yinshe chuqi huodong de kaocha,” in Xiling yinshe zaoqi 
sheyuan she shi yanjiu huilu, ed. Peng De, 321-331.  
 
173 The Shanghai Xiling Seal Society’s 1922 catalogue lists “Hangzhou West Lake Park Western Corner 
Xiling Seal Society” as one of ten locations where purchases of Xiling Seal Society products can be made. 
Wu Yin, Xiling yinshe jinshi yinpu beitie cangshu mu (Shanghai, Xiling yinshe, 1922).  
 
174 For example, Xiling Seal Society co-founder Ye Ming wrote a biographical dictionary of seal carvers 
published by Wu Yin’s business. The director of the Xiling Seal Society, Wu Changshuo, had a seal album 
printed through the Xiling Seal Society and also endorsed the seal ink that it manufactured. Another Xiling 
Seal Society co-founder, Wang Fu’an, carved and designed seals on commission for the Xiling Seal Society 
Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, an offshoot of the business discussed below. Other members also had seal 
albums printed by the business in the 1920s and 30s and carved seals professionally through the business.   
 
175 It should be noted that for the sake of clarity I sometimes refer to the business as the Shanghai Xiling 





Dun’an 遯庵 (hut of retreat) and Qianquan 潛泉 (hidden springs).176 By building a 
physical “hut of retreat,” Wu connected this parcel of Hangzhou institutional property 
with his studio name and personal identity. Henceforth, when he marketed his own 
publications, such as Seal Album of Ancient Bronze Seals of the Qin and Han from the 
Hut of Retreat, the name of Dun’an could refer both to the fact that the reproductions 
came from Wu Yin’s personal collection and to the connection between Wu Yin and the 
Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society. The pond built in 1915 was called Qianquan, or Hidden 
Spring. It recalls yet another name that Wu Yin adopted for himself: Shiquan, or Stone 
Spring. A seal carved by Wu Yin shows that he subsequently took the name Qianquan as 
a form of reference for himself: it reads “in the bingchen year (1916), Wu Yin, Shiquan, 
fifty years old in bingchen year (1916) changes his style name to Qianquan” 吳隱石潛五











                                                        
176 See Chen Zhenlian, Xiling yinshe bainian, 125-126.  
 
177 Wang Jiakui, Jindai yintan, 184.  
Figure 11: Imprint of seal by Wu Yin, “Wu Yin, Shiquan, fifty 
years old in bingchen year [1916] changes his style name to 
Qianquan”     吳隱石潛丙辰五十更號潛泉 
 




Having adopted the name for himself, Wu Yin also used it as the brand name of the high-
quality seal ink that his company began manufacturing in Shanghai. The name linked the 
product to the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society and its physical “hidden spring.”  
 If literati of the late imperial period invested in garden landscapes on their urban 
properties in order to highlight that their tastes were above crass urban consumption, Wu 
Yin similarly invested in the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society’s garden landscape to show 
that his commercial products were tasteful and set apart from other goods manufactured 
in industrializing Shanghai. Moreover, the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, as a scholarly 
institution, elevated the status of seal studies and served as an institutional source of 
authority for the field. Wu Yin built up the Hangzhou site as an emblem of the cultural 
aura and scholarly authority that he hoped would accrue to his products. In turn, the 
mission of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society, “to protect metal and stone inscriptions and 
research seal studies,” was actively promoted by Wu Yin’s preservationist business.  
 
The Materiality of National Heritage: Print, Preservation, and Profit 
 Wu Yin’s Xiling Seal Society was not alone in combining preservation and profit. 
The value placed on preservation and the strategy of preservation through 
commodification were facets of national essence (guocui) thinking in the early twentieth 
century. For early promoters of national essence, the relationship between elite culture 
and national culture was a synecdoche. Particular high culture traditions were held as 
representative of the essence of the nation because they were thought to represent the 
pinnacle of Chinese civilization. Businesses and publishing houses staffed by people 




national essence and simultaneously made elite culture a little less elite by marketing 
print reproductions and literati material culture under the banner of heritage preservation.  
 The importance placed on preserving and reproducing material things (including 
books and documents as material things) is an understudied aspect of national essence 
thinking. The bulk of previous scholarship on national essence has mainly focused on the 
Society for the Preservation of National Studies, its publication titled Journal of National 
Essence (1905-1911), and a few key thinkers, such as Zhang Binglin. This scholarship 
has emphasized the revolutionary strain of Han Chinese nationalism and anti-Manchu 
politics that pervaded the group associated with the Journal of National Essence.178 But 
not all early advocates of national essence were Han nationalists. The early members of 
the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society appealed to the concept when they petitioned the local 
government for recognition in 1905.179 An individual like Wu Yin, who was a Qing 
loyalist, apparently had no problem taking on the mantle of national essence. The concept 
was thus not fully subscribed within a particular group’s ethnic politics of nationalism. 
Thus, to better understand what national essence meant in the final decade of imperial 
rule and in the immediate aftermath of imperial collapse, a more wide-ranging 
                                                        
178 On the journal, see Laurence A. Schneider, “National Essence and the New Intelligentsia,” in The Limits 
of Change: Essays on Conservative Alternatives in Republican China, ed. Charlotte Furth (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1976), 57-89; Martin Bernal, “Liu Shih-p’ei and National Essence,” in Ibid., 90-
112; Lydia Liu, Translingual Practice, ch. 9; Tze-ki Hon, Revolution as Restoration: Guocui xuebao and 
China’s Path to Modernity, 1905-1911 (Brill, 2013). Tze-ki Hon’s recent book, building on the Chinese-
language scholarship of Zheng Shiqu, makes the important observation that, for some advocates, guocui did 
not mean a timeless national essence for the group of thinkers associated with the Journal of National 
Essence. Instead, citing Zheng, Hon writes that it “meant the revival of a particular kind of Chinese cultural 
heritage that would help integrate China into the global system of trade and transport. Thus, when the 
Guocui xuebao writers spoke of reviving guocui, they did not mean to turn the clock back to a bygone age, 
but to move China forward by reviving a select Chinese cultural heritage” (68).  
 





investigation of projects of cultural preservation is needed.180 For what ultimately bound 
together the advocates of national essence and shaped the contemporary milieu was not a 
narrowly anti-Manchu politics, but rather a concern for the preservation of imperial era 
texts and things and new approaches to preservation that brought these things into a more 
public arena.   
 The building of institutional collections and the print reproduction and 
commodification of books and things were paired techniques of preservation at this time. 
The National Learning Protection Society established a library in Shanghai in 1905 and 
reprinted many of the books preserved in it for commercial sale.181 The Journal of 
National Essence printed unpublished primary sources and reproductions of painting and 
artifacts and its editor, Deng Shi, also printed collotype picture books reproducing 
paintings and antiquities in his personal collection.182 In 1909, the Commercial Press, 
                                                        
180 Laurence A. Schneider’s early essay on “National Essence and the New Intelligentsia” did make a note 
of the material and preservationist underpinnings of the national essence circle. He characterized national 
essence as “culture detached from the traditional organic order” (58) and wrote that its “medium was the 
stream of traditional scholarship, poetry, and to a lesser degree, painting of which National Essence 
scholars approved” (59). I argue that painting and other visual media, including seal carving and rubbings 
were more central to the group’s preservationist inclinations than Schneider suggests.  
 
181 Ibid., 65. 
 
182 Tze-ki Hon, in Revolution as Restoration, argues that the art reproductions published by Deng Shi were 
circulated for the sake of making profit and that they “were aimed at wealthy and cultured customers who 
could afford to pay high prices for refined and exotic works” (38). Wang Cheng-hua, who devoted a longer 
study to early twentieth century collotype painting and antiquities reproductions, including the Shenzhou 
guoguang ji of Deng Shi, shows how the collotype reproduction of material culture was actually quite 
central to Deng’s approach to national essence and national heritage. Wang notes that the picture books did 
not simply target a wealthy elite, but changed the very nature of art collecting, bringing it into a public 
forum. She also provides a range of evidence suggesting that the painting and antiquities reproductions, 
which were originally published as a periodical at the cost of 1.5 Mexican dollars per issue, appealed to a 
broad audience including “the upper and middle classes” (290), modern intellectuals, and even foreigners. 
See Wang Cheng-hua, “New Printing Technology and Heritage Preservation: Collotype Reproduction of 
Antiquities in Modern China, circa 1908-1917,” in The Role of Japan in Modern Chinese Art, ed. Joshua 
Fogel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 273-308. See also, Richard Vinograd, “Patrimonies 
in Press: Art Publishing, Cultural Politics, and Canon Construction in the Career of Di Baoxian,” in Ibid., 




which would become the dominant force in China’s publishing industry, established a 
reading room in Shanghai that preserved rare classical texts. The press used some of the 
books housed in the reading room as the basis for print reproductions marketed by the 
company.183 The Xiling Seal Society – though bifurcated into a Hangzhou cultural 
institution and a Shanghai business – followed the same pattern. Books, seal albums, and 
inscriptions were preserved at the Hangzhou site and reproduced and marketed by the 
Shanghai business. Preservation, reproduction, and commodification went hand in hand.  
 For publishers engaged in this kind of preservationist project, national essence 
and cultural heritage resided in things, including texts, inscriptions, antiquities, and 
paintings. Selling these things was one way of ensuring they were not lost. Wu Yin’s 
Xiling Seal Society, as a bookstore and publisher, focused on the reproduction and 
commodification of imperial era books and inscriptions. While its focus was on 
preservation, it did not passively transmit a static elite culture to a new consumer base. 
With its specialization in seal albums, the business asserted the importance of seal 
carving within a larger field of elite culture and cultural heritage. Yet the commercial 
catalogues published by Wu Yin deemphasized the ways in which the business was 
actively engaged in re-shaping cultural heritage and promoted a sense of continuity with 
the past. This meant integrating seal albums and other products related to inscriptions into 
a framework of imperial era knowledge production undergirded by book learning.  
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                     
the Nation: Chinese Painting in the National Essence Journal (1905-1911) and Exhibition Culture,” 
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Cataloguing Books and Representing Chinese Learning 
 Founded in either 1903 or 1904, Wu Yin’s Xiling Seal Society was 
preservationist both in terms of the types of books it reprinted and in terms of choices in 
print technology. The business focused on reprints and continued to make use of 
xylography, a print technology that had been largely replaced in Shanghai’s modern print 
industry by lithography and then metal moveable type. Although the Xiling Seal Society 
also marketed lithographed books and rubbings, its continued use of woodblock printing 
speaks to its preservationist devotion to reproducing imperial era books in a manner 
typical of the imperial era. The Xiling Seal Society was not alone in focusing on reprints 
or in marketing woodblock printed books. In the Republican period, there was a 
sufficient consumer audience to sustain a number of bookstore-publishers of this kind, 
some of which had been in operation well before the twentieth century.184  
 The catalogues of Wu Yin’s Xiling Seal Society targeted elite, classically 
educated, consumers. The catalogues published between 1912 and 1922 were titled Xiling 
                                                        
184 Christopher Reed, Gutenberg in Shanghai: Chinese Print Capitalism, 1876-1937 (Honolulu: University 
of Hawaii Press, 2004). In discussing the relative economy of lithography over woodblock printing, Reed 
cites the 1917 catalogue of a bookstore-printer called the Shaoye shanfang, which Reed calls an “ancient 
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imperial Jiangnan. For the history of print culture and urban publishing in China, see Cynthia Brokaw’s 
review essay, “Book History in Premodern China: The State of the Discipline I,” Book History 10 (2007): 
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Seal Society Catalogue of Metal and Stone, Seal Albums, Rubbings, and Collected Books. 



















                                                        
185 Wu Yin, Xiling yinshe jinshi yinpu beitie cangshu mu (Shanghai: Xiling yinshe). Catalogues were likely 
issued yearly and may have been issued earlier than 1912. Catalogues published in 1912, 1915, 1916, 1921, 
and 1922 are in the collection of the Shanghai Library rare books reading room.  
Figure 12:  Xiling Seal Society Catalogue of Metal and Stone, Seal 
Albums, Rubbings, and Collected Books西泠印社金石印譜法帖藏書目 
title page 
 




The catalogues listed the address of the business as East Guiren Alley #5, north of the old 
Zha bridge.186 The catalogues were marketed to a national and international audience. 
Products published and sold by the Xiling Seal Society could be purchased through 
intermediary businesses located in various cities in China and also Japan.187 Instructions 
for making purchases by mail order were also provided. The catalogues took the form of 
small, thread-bound books, each some dozens of pages long. Some were published in 
neat typeface and others in calligraphic facsimile.  
 The contents of these catalogues were organized under the categories listed in the 
title – epigraphic rubbings from artifacts, seal albums, rubbings, and books – but not in 
that sequence.188 The audience addressed by the catalogues was basically an insider 
group of fellow educated elites with shared interests in literati culture and imperial era 
scholarly production. Beyond listing products with price tags and occasionally providing 
minimal information about the products, the catalogues included no explicit marketing 
and did not address consumers directly.  
 Although the business specialized in seal albums and rubbings, its catalogues 
embedded those products within a broader elite culture of scholarship as represented, first 
and foremost, by books. The book list anchored the catalogues and made up the bulk of 
the inventory. In the 1916 edition, the books are also given priority by appearing before 
any other content. Having listed the address, the catalogue first presented the products 
                                                        
186 上海老閘橋北東歸仁里五弄.  
 
187 In 1916, only four outlets were listed, one in Hangzhou, one in Suzhou, and two in Tokyo. By 1922, ten 
outlets were listed. They were in Hangzhou, Suzhou, Tianjin, Shanxi, Beijing (2), Guangdong, Chengdu, 
and Japan (2). The list of outlets appears on the back page of the catalogues.  
 
188 Different editions of the catalogues presented the products in different orders and some catalogues listed 
more products than others. I focus, in the following analysis, on the 1916 edition, which put the books in 
the front. This organization corresponds with the general character of Wu Yin’s Shanghai Xiling Seal 




that were the most valuable from the perspective of a literati bibliophile. These were 
woodblock printed reproductions of Song and Yuan dynasty books from “family 
collections,” including works of classical commentary, literature, and epigraphy. 
Following these reprinted Song and Yuan editions, the catalogue listed hundreds of 
additional works in its book catalogue, all first published during the imperial period, and 
organized according to the imperial era classification system of the Four Divisions: 
Classics, History, Philosophy, and Belles Lettres.189 Representative works of Classics 
included reader’s editions of the Four Books and Five Classics, studies of the Analects, 
and the Yijing.190 Histories ranged from famous works of historiography, like the Song 
dynasty Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government to local gazetteers of Zhejiang and 
the West Lake.191 Works representing the category of Philosophy included the writings of 
the non-orthodox early Chinese thinkers, like Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Hanfeizi, as well as 
works on medicine, bibliography, and art.192 Finally, works of Belles Lettres included 
poetry compilations and plays.193  
                                                        
189 On the Four Divisions, or Fourfold Classification, see Tsuen-Hsuin Tsien, “A History of Bibliographic 
Classification in China,” The Library Quarterly 22.4 (1952): 307-324. For an example of a late imperial 
library that organized its books according to this classification system, see Ding Ren, Ba qian juan lou shu 
mu. The well-known lithographic publisher, Dainshizhai, which was active in the nineteenth century and 
closed in 1898, also organized parts of its inventory in this manner, but additionally included “Western-
language books,” which were not available for purchase from the Xiling Seal Society. See Christopher 
Reed, Gutenberg, 107.  
 
190 In the 1916 edition, the books representing the Classics section are on 3-5. Subsequent citations are also 
from the 1916 edition. 
 
191 5-9. The West Lake was famous beyond Zhejiang province, but the presence of numerous guides to the 
West Lake, as well as the inclusion of a Zhejiang Gazetteer (no other provincial gazetteer was featured) in 
the catalogue demonstrates a likely native place orientation of Wu Yin’s business. Wu Yin was from 
Zhejiang, “Xiling” was associated with the West Lake, and the consumers who patronized the business 




193 23-34. This section was followed by collectanea, which were multi-volume respositories of texts (34-




 No works of modern science, social science, works in translation, or other genres 
associated with new learning or modern thought were sold by the bookstore. The 
significance of this absence should be understood in comparison to the book collecting 
habits of late Qing elites, who did incorporate such texts into their libraries, even while 
maintaining the Four Divisions classification. The late nineteenth century Library of 
Eight Thousand Volumes of Xiling Seal Society co-founder Ding Ren’s family contained 
a modest selection of works on such topics as chemistry, steam engines, and mining. 
These books were included under the category of yishu, which in the twentieth century 
would come to mean art, but in the imperial period meant something more like skills, or 
“the arts,” broadly construed to include both creative and technical arts.194 Wu Yin 
deliberately excised certain types of knowledge from the Xiling Seal Society’s book 
catalogue, despite the fact that his audience – the educated elite – had long ago started 
incorporating such knowledge into their worldviews. The absence of certain kinds of 
books was clearly not out of ignorance of their existence, but an argument for the 
persistent importance of an indigenous order of knowledge, and a way of marketing 
toward consumers who wanted access to such books and could get other types of 
publications elsewhere. The Xiling Seal Society contributed to the construction of an 
essentialized Chinese culture by limiting its stock of books in this matter.   
 This essentialized Chinese culture of book learning, however, had been shaped to 
fit the times, the marketing niche of Wu’s business, and the interests of potential 
                                                                                                                                                                     
representing a work classified under Classics, Imperial Compilation of the Seven Classics (28 yuan), 
appeared immediately after the final Yuan dynasty reprint listed. Yet the organization of the books would 
have been immediately apparent to well-educated consumer. This is one example of how the catalogues, 
while making literati scholarship and material culture more available as commercial products, did not 
endeavor to make them more accessible by way of inclusive marketing techniques. 
 





consumers. This is apparent, for instance, in the preponderance of philological works, 
such as etymological dictionaries, in the Classics section, which suggests that the fields 
of knowledge developed to understand the Classics were better adapted to the changing 
times than the Classics themselves.195 Books like ancient dictionaries and supplements to 
ancient dictionaries based on epigraphic research had aided late-imperial scholars in the 
study of classical texts.196 These sources also aided scholars who increasingly specialized 
in the antiquarian study of ancient writing for its own sake, as well as connoisseurs of 
inscriptions and artists who incorporated archaic textual styles into their calligraphy and 
seal carving. Considering that textual analysis of the Classics became a less urgent field 
of study after the abolition of the civil service examinations, this latter function of the 
dictionaries and philological texts account for their heavy representation.  
 For similar reasons, the books representing the Four Divisions category of 
Philosophy included a large number of books on the topics of calligraphy, painting, and 
especially inscription and artifact studies. The Shanghai Xiling Seal Society marketed 
dozens of antiquarian catalogues of inscribed artifacts, ranging from reprints of 
catalogues compiled by luminaries of the evidential studies movement to the most up to 
date contributions of late Qing and early Republican era antiquarians.197 It is doubtful that 
any bookstore or publisher of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries could have rivaled 
the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society in making available such a quality range of antiquarian 
                                                        
195 For instance, in addition to the Shuowen jiezi, a Han dynasty etymological dictionary, the catalogue 
carried eighteen works that were expansions of or commentaries on the Shuowen jiezi. This was out of a 
total of fifty-three works representing the category of Classics.  
 
196 Elman, From Philosophy to Philology, 100 and Brown, Pastimes, 28. 
 
197 Catalogues and albums of inscribed metal-and-stone objects and other artifacts of antiquarian interest 
were published in great numbers from the eighteenth century to the early twentieth century. Scholarship of 




albums and catalogues. A few representative titles include Record of Wulin [Hangzhou] 
Inscriptions compiled by Ding Jing, the Zhejiang school founding seal carver (4 yuan), 
Guide to Metal and Stone Inscriptions of Eastern and Western Zhejiang by the renowned 
evidential scholar Ruan Yuan (1 yuan 8 jiao for 8 volumes), and a number of more recent 
albums published by the contemporary antiquarian Luo Zhenyu, including an album of 
clay seals and another of oracle bones. While the Taiping Rebellion and the decline and 
collapse of the imperial system may have dealt a devastating blow to the elite community 
of evidential scholars active around the Yangzi Delta region, these catalogues 
demonstrate that bookstore/publishers of the late Qing and Republican era ensured that 
the publications of Qing dynasty scholars of inscriptions and artifacts were reprinted and 
available to subsequent generations who took an interest in this field of knowledge for 
whatever reason.  
 Although the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society was preservationist in orientation, its 
book inventory also shows how classical learning was being reconfigured away from the 
canonical classics and toward the subsidiary interests that learned men took up in the 
process of pursuing an elite education. The ideology informing the Self Strengthening 
Movement of the late nineteenth century, as eventually articulated by Zhang Zhidong 
through the phrase ti-yong, was “Chinese learning as the substance, Western learning as 
utility.” Western learning, in this formulation, included most importantly technological 
knowledge supporting industrial and military modernization. Chinese learning included, 
most importantly, Confucian Classics and Confucian ethics as the foundation of 
politics.198 The eclipse of the imperial system, however, decentered Confucian 
                                                        
198 See, for instance, Feng Guifen, “On the Adoption of Western Learning,” in Sources of Chinese 




philosophy from Chinese learning. Thus, in the Xiling Seal Society catalogues, books of 
broadly scholarly and cultural interest overwhelmingly outnumbered classical texts and 
their commentaries.  
 Seal carving and connoisseurship, had long been considered a “minor skill,” and a 
leisure activity of the scholar. In the early twentieth century, scholar-officials no longer 
existed, while seal carving remained a popular activity and also served as one route of 
professionalization for men with classical educations. So-called minor skills were 
becoming primary skills. Wu Yin’s book catalogue provides evidence of this shift in its 
disproportionate representation of epigraphic reference works and works related to 
calligraphy and other literati arts. In modifying the emphasis of classical learning, 
however, Wu Yin used a light touch and still presented reference works of interest to seal 
carvers, antiquarians, and calligraphers within a traditional framework of knowledge.   
 
Shaping the Canon of Literati Seal Carving Through Print Reproduction 
 While reprints of imperial era texts made up the bulk of the Xiling Seal Society 
inventory, the business also specialized in rubbings of epigraphic objects and seal 
albums. Unlike most of the books and rubbings marketed by the business, the seal albums 
were printed in house. Indeed, the production of hand-printed seal albums was Wu Yin’s 
unique contribution to the larger project of heritage preservation through print 
reproduction. What Wu Yin’s business did for seals very much resembles what early 
                                                                                                                                                                     
concept of Chinese learning as an essential foundation by no means rigidly closed off possibilities of 
reform during the period of “Self Strengthening.” See, for instance, Tze-ki Hon, “Zhang Zhidong’s 
Proposal for Reform: A New Reading of the Quanxue pian,” in Rethinking the 1898 Reform Period: 
Political and Cultural Change in Late Qing China, ed. Rebecca Karl and Peter Zarrow (Cambridge: 





twentieth century collotype reproductions did for painting and antiquities: it took them 
out of the context of private connoisseurship and asserted the importance of certain 
imperial era seal carvers at a time when there were few national cultural institutions and 
cultural authority was dispersed.199 Wu Yin’s project of print reproduction did not make 
use of new print technologies, but depended on the materiality of seals as printing blocks 
for hand-printed albums. Nevertheless, by printing standardized seal albums, making 
them available for purchase at numerous commercial outlets, and advertising them 
through commercial catalogues, the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society promoted local elite 
cultures of seal carving and simultaneously made them less local and less elite. 
 By the nineteen teens, the Xiling Seal Society catalogues advertised a few dozen 
albums, mostly printed by Wu Yin’s operation in Shanghai. Table 1 shows the 34 seal 
albums listed in the 1916 catalogue, with their dates, titles, rough content, and price. The 
albums can be classified in three categories. Five albums presented collections of ancient 
seals, all of which, if authentic, would have been well over a thousand years old.200 
Another eight albums presented seals carved by more than one literati carver grouped 
together for various reasons.201 This category includes Collected Seals of the Eight 
Masters of Xiling, the set of albums compiled by Ding Ren and featuring imprints of seals 
by the eight carvers who formed the core of the Zhejiang school. It also includes a 
massive album, titled simply Collected Seals, featuring 132 volumes, with seals by over 
                                                        
199 See Wang Cheng-hua, “New Printing Technology,” and especially Richard Vinograd, “Patrimonies in 
Press,” in Fogel. Vinograd’s definition of canon is relevant here: “I use the term canon loosely to describe 
sets of art objects that claim cultural authority and a status as models for imitation, with an emphasis on the 
contingency of such claims, especially in culturally and politically unsettled eras such as early-twentieth 
century China” (258).  
 
200 Numbers 3, 4, 12, 13 and 34 in the table. 
 




one hundred different carvers from the Yuan to the present. Finally, the remaining 21 
albums include seals and side inscriptions by a single literati carver, mostly active in the 
eighteenth or nineteenth century, along with a couple contemporary carvers, such as 
Xiling Seal Society director Wu Changshuo and Xiling Seal Society co-founder Ye Ming. 
These seal albums had a mostly standardized appearance, with thread bound white pages 
and a flexible paper cover with the titles written in fine calligraphy. They were also 
standardized by price, with almost all albums costing 1 yuan per volume.  
 
















Collected Seals of Wu 
Rangzhi 
 
199 seals, 86 rubbings 
of side inscriptions 




2. 1904 Gathered Seals of the Hall 
of Two Gold Butterflies 
8 volumes of seal sand 
side inscriptions by 
nineteenth century 
carver Zhao Zhiqian 
4 yuan per 
each 4 
volume set 
3. 1905 Seal Album of Ancient 
Qin and Han Bronze Seals 
from the Hut of Retreat 
8 volumes of ancient 
bronze seals 
4 yuan 
4. 1905 Ancient Zhou and Qin 
Seals 
Two volumes of ancient 
seals 
1 yuan 2 jiao 
5. 1905 Gathered Seals from Iron 
Flower Hut (compiled by 
Ye Ming) 
6 volumes, seals by 
Zhao Zhichen 
4 yuan 
6. 1905 Gathered Seals of 
Hangzhou County (Ding 
Fuzhi compiled) 
Eight volumes, seals 
carved by people from 
Hangzhou area 
8 yuan 
7. 1904/1905 Selected Seals of the Eight 
Masters of Xiling (Ding 
Fuzhi compiled) 
Seals and side 
inscriptions of 
Hangzhou area carvers 
 
32 yuan 
                                                        
202 The table is based on the seal album section of the 1916 catalogue and Sun Weizu, “Xiling yinshe 




8. 1906 Collected Seals of Fu’an 
(Wang Fu’an compiled);  
16 volumes, seals 
carved by 38 carvers  
16 yuan 
9. 1908 Collected Old Seals of the 
Hut of Retreat 
16 volumes of seals, 
Yuan to Qing carvers 
4 yuan per 
set  
10. 1908 Seal Album of Yang 
Longshi 
2 volumes, seals by 18th 
century carver 
2 yuan 
11. 1908 Qiushi Studio Seal Album 4 volumes 4 yuan 
12. 1909 Selected Qin and Han 
Seals from the Hut of 
Retreat 
24 volumes in 4 sets; 
Qin and Han bronze 
seals 
3 yuan per 
set 
13. 1909 Collected Seals of Shi liu 
jin fu Studio  
30 volumes of ancient 
seals from the collection 
of Wu Dahui 
16 yuan 
14. 1909 Seal Album of Yang 
Xiaocun 
2 volumes, seals by 
Yang Dashou 
2 yuan 
15. 1909 Seal Album of Tie’lu 4 volumes, seals by 
Qian Song 
4 yuan 
16. 1909 Gathered Seals from the 
Garden of Escape 
4 volumes, seals by Ye 
Ming 
4 yuan 
17. 1910 Collected Seals 132 volumes, over 100 
carvers from the Yuan 
to the present 
120 yuan 
18. 1909 Seal Album of the Recluse 
Longhong 
8 volumes, seals and 
side inscriptions by 
Ding Jing 
8 yuan 
19. 1910 Seal Album of Bu luo jia 
shi 
20 volumes in 5 sets, 
Seals of Zhao Zhichen 
4 yuan per 
set 
20. 1910 Gathered Seals of the Four 
Masters of Western 
Zhejiang 
 4 yuan 
21. 1910 Gathered Seals of the Four 
Mountains of Yuanhu 
Two volumes 2 yuan 
22. 1910 Collected Seals of the 
Studio of Cultivating 
Naturalness 
Two volumes 2 yuan 
23. 1910 Zhongyuxian Hall Seal 
Album 
Six volumes, Cheng 
Hongshou 
6 yuan 
24. 1911 Seal Album of the Retired 
Scholar Jiluo 
2 volumes, seals by 
Jiang Shantang 
2 yuan 
25. 1911 Seal Album of Mengquan 
Waishi 
2 volumes, seals by Xi 
Gang 
2 yuan 
26. 1911 Seal Album of the Hut of 
Autumn Scenery 
4 volumes, seals by 
Huang Yi 
4 yuan 
27. 1912 Seal Album of the Recluse 
Jinlei 






28. 1914 Seal Album of Fou’lu 16 volumes in 4 sets, 
seals by contemporary 
carver Wu Changshuo 









Seal Album of the Recluse 
Hubi 
2 volumes 2 yuan 
31. Before 
1916 
Collected Seals of Chen 
Zuansi 
2 volumes 2 yuan 
32. Before 
1916 
Small Seal Album of 
Flying Goose Hall 
6 volumes 6 yuan 
33. Before 
1916 
Studies of Ancient Seals 
from the Studio of Two 
Hundred Orchids 





Shi Shen Ancient Seals 4 volumes 6 yuan 
 
 Xiling Seal Society albums differed from those printed in the imperial period in 
that they were standardized and legitimized as brand name products, connected to an 
institution and not an individual collector or maker. Most imperial era seal albums were 
associated with individual carvers or collector’s studios. Carvers would print and 
circulate albums featuring their own seals. Collectors would gather together seals of 
many different carvers or many different dynasties and print them in collated albums. The 
compilation of these albums sometimes proceeded in an entirely informal manner, with a 
seal printed into an album whenever it was completed or entered into someone’s 
possession. The carver or connoisseur’s collection and personality determined the content 
of the album. Wu Yin’s business introduced the role of a publisher – middleman into a 
realm of printing that had not previously seen this development. Never before had a 
publisher engaged in such a systematic printing and reprinting of seal albums. 
 Compared with albums printed by makers or collectors, the Xiling Seal Society 




particular local seal carving traditions. The Xiling Seal Society was to be associated with 
the carving and study of seals in general and not with any particular carver, collector or 
school. By printing standardized seal albums as commodities, the Shanghai Xiling Seal 
Society contributed to an ongoing process of canon formation whereby certain historical 
seal carvers and styles were recognized as important. The standardized albums 
represented a new way of preserving and reproducing seals and also targeted a new 
audience, one that was national and even international in scope, as Xiling Seal Society 
products were available from outlets in Japan.  
 The production of standardized albums complemented new ways of writing about 
and categorizing knowledge about seals, seal carving, and literati seal carvers in the early 
twentieth century. For instance, starting in 1907, the Journal of National Essence, 
serialized the first essay on seal carving to appear in a modern periodical publication, 
written by the connoisseur, painter and seal carver Huang Binhong.203 Huang’s 
contributions also marked one of the first times, if not the first, that seal carving was 
associated with the universalistic category of the “fine arts,” which had only recently 
been introduced in China, with the neologism of meishu. Huang Binhong also reprinted 
imperial era writings about seal carving in his Fine Arts Collectanea, a multi-volume 
compendium of writings on painting, calligraphy, seal carving, and other miscellaneous 
genres of elite material culture.204 The standardization of album-making by the Xiling 
Seal Society and the new ways of categorizing seal carving as a fine art both contributed 
to a process of detaching literati seal carving from the literati as a social constituency and 
                                                        
203 Huang Binhong, “Xu mo yin,” Guocui xuebao, 3, 33, 38, 39 (1907-1908). The essay is reproduced in 
Zhao Zhiyun, ed., Huang Binhong jinshi zhuanyin congbian (Beijing, Renmin meishu chubanshe, 1998).   
  
204 Huang Binhong and Deng Shi, eds., Meishu congshu (Shanghai: Shenzhou guoguangshe, 1928). First 




reconfiguring it as part of an autonomous field of material production with a fixed 
history, relevant to a larger public beyond the self-enclosed world of literati networks.  
 In the printing and marketing of standardized seal albums, Wu Yin’s Xiling Seal 
Society preserved, canonized, and commodified late imperial literati cultural production. 
There were, however, obvious limits to how widely these albums could circulate. They 
were themselves collector’s items, priced between 1 yuan 2 jiao for a 2-volume set of 
imprints of ancient seals to 120 yuan for the 132-volume Collected Seals, which included 
imprints from literati carvers of the Yuan dynasty through the late Qing. The print run of 
the albums was limited by the fact that they were hand printed with discreet seals and did 
not use available photographic or chemical print technologies, although these 
technologies were available.205 The hand-printed albums would have appealed to 
connoisseurs distrustful of technological mediations in the printing process. Hand 
printing allowed for the greatest material continuity between seal and imprint and was 
thus considered the most authentic.206 Indeed, a hand-printed seal was a copy that was 
also an original.207 
                                                        
205 For instance, in 1912 the Shenzhou guoguang she, which was the publishing concern of Deng Shi that 
produced collotype reproductions of painting and antiquities, published a photographically printed version 
of Zhou Lianggong’s early Qing Laigutang Seal Album. Interestingly, the 4 volume edition cost 5 yuan, 
making the lithographed album no cheaper than the hand printed ones made by Wu Yin.  
 
206 Criticism of woodblock reproduced albums was particularly strong.  See, for instance, Fang Jiekan, 
“Lun yinxue yu yinpu de zongpai” Meizhan 7 (1929): 4 and the side inscription cited in Wang Jiakui, 
Jindai yintan, 2-3. Even in the Ming dynasty, when albums were first being produced in large numbers, 
connoisseurs would bemoan their inability to see original albums for which only woodblock printed 
versions were accessible. See “Yin tan,” in Han Tianheng, Lidai yinxue lunwen xuan, 72-81. The author 
notes that one can properly assess the composition and arrangement of a seal based on a woodblock 
version, but the knife work (daofa) of the original seal was made inaccessible due to the mediating process 
of carving the original imprint into woodblocks.  
 
207 The other major print media marketed by the business, a full discussion of which is outside the scope of 
this chapter, was the rubbing. The business, under Wu Yin, listed composite rubbings of bronzes under the 
category of jinshi, or metal-and-stone [epigraphy]. Some of these rubbings were taken from artifacts in the 




 Compared to other cultural commodities, such as books and paintings, however, 
Xiling Seal Society albums were not prohibitively expensive despite their labor-intensive 
method of printing. For instance, one volume of the National Essence Journal cost 2.5 
yuan. An issue of one of the contemporary collotype publications Famous Chinese 
Paintings or Chinese National Glory cost 1.5 yuan.208 The hand-printed Xiling Seal 
Society albums were 1 yuan per volume. For those interested in inscriptions, seals, 
antiquities, calligraphic art, or the social capital that accrued to these things, the Xiling 
Seal Society presented an opportunity to own the direct material traces of ancient seals 
and seals carved by prestigious late imperial literati. Moreover, the anonymous 
commercial marketing of the standardized albums made them available to anyone who 
could afford them, regardless of their connections, or lack thereof, within circles of 
cultural elites.  
 As a contribution to preservationist projects in the early twentieth century, Wu 
Yin’s publishing of albums took place within a larger milieu of heritage preservation that 
publicized private collections and associated elite material culture with a national 
patrimony. Unlike some preservationist publishers, however, Wu Yin did not explicitly 
connect his publishing activities to a project of national renewal, but rather engaged in a 
conservative form of marketing. His business took products associated with the interests 
and cultural proclivities of the late imperial elite and made them commercially available 
to a wider audience. But his catalogues were directed at those with a preexisting interest 
                                                                                                                                                                     
corporate collection of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society is not clear. In separate sections, the catalogues 
listed rubbings from stone stele, distinguishing ink transfers made directly from the stone and those that 
lithographically reproduced direct ink transfers. The lithographically reproduced stele rubbings was 
dominated by reproductions of works by famous calligraphers, including Ouyang Xun, Zhao Mengfu and 
Zhao Wenhui. These could be used as calligraphic copybooks.  
 




in and knowledge about literati material culture. This strategy of cultural 
commodification differed in important ways with how offshoots of the Xiling Seal 
Society marketed products after Wu Yin passed away, in the mass culture climate of the 
1920s and 1930s. In this period, the Xiling Seal Society’s catalogues moved away from a 
focus on products to a focus on consumers, directly addressing its targeted audiences, 
which now prominently included artists and art enthusiasts, as well as the varied group of 
people who used seals and seal ink as functional items.  
 
The Xiling Seal Society and the Commercial Art Market 
 
 Wu Yin died in 1922 at the age of 55. In that same year, the Mingxing Film 
Company was established in Shanghai, heralding the formation of a Chinese film 
industry. The coincidental timing of the death of Wu Yin and the birth of a major 
Shanghai film studio signals a moment of rupture when a new type of visual culture 
became ascendant in China’s urban enclaves. Shanghai film culture epitomized a 
democratic, inclusive, and cosmopolitan mode of technologically mediated mass visual 
experience accessible, in various forms, to Shanghai’s diverse urban population, 
including the illiterate and semi-literate.209 Literati material culture, by contrast, was 
elitist, arcane, and subordinated to the authority of textual knowledge. Yet Wu Yin’s 
business not only survived the transition to a more mass-oriented society, it expanded and 
took on some of the characteristics of the mass culture in which it was embedded. In 
particular, the business began putting a greater emphasis on art accessories and display 
items, as opposed to books.  
                                                        
209 On cinema and Shanghai modernity, see especially Zhang Zhen, An Amorous History of the Silver 





 After Wu Yin passed away, his two sons Wu Xiong (1903-1971) and Wu 
Zhenping (1907-1979) inherited the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society. They served as co-
owners until 1934, when they divided the company. Under the ownership of the Wu 
brothers, the business expanded impressively. While the 1916 catalogue listed four 
outlets where Xiling Seal Society products could be purchased and the 1922 catalogue 
listed ten, the 1933 catalogue listed twenty-one outlets, including six in Japan, three in 
Beiping, and one each in Sichuan, Harbin, Shandong, Shanxi, Guangzhou, Shantou, 
Taixi, Songjiang, Hangzhou, Wenzhou, and Shaoxing.210 The company also allowed 
people to order products by mail order by sending their payment, address, and postage by 
post. The instructions for mail order specified that stamps from Xinjiang and 
international stamps would not be accepted and that the Yunnan post office prohibited the 
mailing of stamps.211 The fact that these points even needed to be clarified suggests that 
the products had a very wide circulation indeed. So even as the final generation of 
classically educated men who had spent their formative years of education and 
employment under an imperial regime started to pass away in large numbers, the 
Shanghai Xiling Seal Society was thriving.  
 In expanding the business, the Wu brothers shifted it away from its earlier 
preservationist orientation and more fully engaged the modern commercial art market. 
The emergence of art as something like an autonomous field of cultural production 
crucially depended on the development of an art market characterized by specialized 
businesses that sold art objects and supplies, printed and marketed reproductions, and 
                                                        
210 Shanghai Xiling yinshe mulu (#31), reprinted in Liu Hongquan, ed., Minguo shiqi chuban shumu 
huibian, volume 17 (Beijing: Guojia tushuguan chubanshe, 2010), 423. 
 




arranged commissions. Unfortunately, art supply stores, antiques stores, mounting stores, 
fan shops, and the other sundry businesses that made up the Shanghai art market have not 
left behind the same trail of sources produced by the art theorists and arts associations 
that have been better studied by contemporary art historians.212 Commercial catalogues, 
however, provide insight into the art market, and the catalogues of the Xiling Seal 
Society are especially interesting because they show a shift over time, only 
acknowledging its niche in the commercial art market in the 1920s.213  
 While the Xiling Seal Society still sold books after Wu Yin’s death, its catalogues 
started to emphasize other types of products and services over reprints of imperial era 
books. In doing so, they targeted both consumers of art and artists, or more specifically, 
painters, calligraphers, and seal carvers. For artists, the Xiling Seal Society helped 
advertise price lists and arrange commissions. It continued to sell its name brand 
manufactured seal ink and also sold brushes, paper, and ink suitable for calligraphy and 
painting. For the consumers of art, painted paper fans and fan handles were products now 
prominently featured at the front of the catalogues. As accessories that could be carried 
around and thus easily shown off, fans were popular art objects in this period, as 
indicated by the fact that many businesses specialized in fans alone, or were at least 
called fan shops.     
                                                        
212 On the proliferation of “art shops” or shanjianzhuang [fan and paper stores] at the turn of the twentieth 
century see Kuiyi Shen, “Patronage and the Beginning of a Modern Art World,” in Kuo, 13-27.  
 
213 In addition to the previously cited Shanghai Xiling yinshe mulu (1933) this analysis is based on the 1929 
and 1930 catalogues titled Xiling yinshe mulu. As with the 1933 issue, the 1929 and 1930 catalogues have 
been reprinted in recent collated volumes. See Yin Mengxia and Li Shasha, eds., Zhongguo jindai guji 
chuban faxing shiliao congkan xubian, volume 9 (Beijing: Guojia tushuguan chubanshe, 2008), pp. 1-246 
and 247-500. The Shanghai Library houses a 1927, 1929, 1930, 1931, and 1933 edition. Unfortunately, I 
was not able to view these originals because they were too damaged. The differences between the 1929, 
1930, and 1933 catalogues compared to those published in the 1910s and early 1920s are so striking that it 




 The “book catalogue” of the Xiling Seal Society under the Wu brothers featured a 
greatly expanded inventory and a complete reorganization. Table 2 outlines the contents 
and organization of the 1929 catalogue as a representative example. As demonstrated in 
the table, the book catalogue in this period more prominently featured collections of 
calligraphy and painting facsimiles, which appeared under their own subheadings.214  
 
Table 2: Content outline of a Xiling Seal Society catalogue, 1929  
1. Notice of sale items.  
2. Notice regarding the expanded availability of art publications (“calligraphy, painting, 
stele rubbings, etc.” published by big publishers through the Xiling Seal Society.  
3. Regulations for commissioning painting, calligraphy, or seal carving through the 
Xiling Seal Society.  
4. Notice regarding new policies for the compilation of painting and calligraphy price 
lists.  
5. Painted paper fans.  
6. Fan handles. 
7. Xiling Seal Society seal ink.  
8. Service of on-request collotype printing.  
9. Calligraphy and painting brushes in the style of the Jin and Tang dynasty. 
10. “Book” catalogue 
 A. Calligraphy Special Collections (16 pages). Mostly lithographic and 
 collotype reproductions published by a few major publishing houses with some 
 in-house publication mixed in. 
 B. Collected paintings (4 pages). Mostly collotype, all by other publishers.  
 C. Calligraphy and painting combined volumes (4 pages). This begins with 
 three in house  publications, Collected Calligraphy and Painting of Epigraphic 
 Masters (collotype, 10 volumes, 48 yuan) and Collected Fan Calligraphy and 
 Painting of Epigraphic Masters Edition One and Edition Two (collotype, one 
 volume each, 1 yuan 6 jiao each.) Six other in house publications are included.  
 The rest are mainly collotype books by other publishers.  
 D. Stele rubbings (43 pages). Subdivided into the following sections: Zhou and 
 Qin, Han and Three Kingdoms, Jin, Northern and Southern Dynasties, Sui, Tang, 
 Song-Yuan-Ming-Qing, and Collected Volumes. Mostly collotype and  
 lithograph printed by other publishers. Some in house products and some  
 rubbings taken directly from stones.  
 E. Classics (8 pages).  
                                                        
214 Many of these were published by major presses, including the Commercial Press, so the expanded 
inventory in this area partly reflected new collaborations with the dominant publishers. One of the brothers, 




 F. History (19 pages).  
 G. Philosophy (22 pages).  
 H. Belles Lettres (25 pages). 
 I. Song and Yuan reproductions (5 pages).  
 J. Xiling brand calligraphy and painting paper. In four, five, and six foot sheets (1 
 jiao 6 fen, 2 jiao 4 fen, and three jiao respectively).  
 K. Painting and calligraphy ink. Three varieties.  
 L. Seal albums (3 pages, 37 albums, including all of the hand printed albums  
 listed in Table 1, additional hand printed albums, and five albums  
 published by the Commercial Press, including four that are photographically  
 printed.  
 M. Imitation Song dynasty style woodblock printed books (5 pages). 
 Published in house. Imperial era publications on topics including epigraphy and  
 seals.  
 N. Composite rubbings of artifacts (2 pages).  
 O. Dramas (2 pages).  
 P. Collectanea (32 pages).  
 Q. Collotype painting reproductions (2 pages).  
 R. Book catalogue supplement (2 pages). 
11. Wu Zhenping’s ink painting price list in calligraphic facsimile.  
12. List of domestic and Japanese outlets. 
13. Instructions for mail order.  
 
In addition to calligraphy and painting collections, most of which were lithographed or 
collotype printed, the Xiling Seal Society continued to sell reprints of imperial era books 
organized under the Four Divisions classification system of Classics, History, 
Philosophy, and Belles Lettres. But these subheadings appeared only after those 
organized around visual media: painting, calligraphy, and rubbings.215 Moreover, some of 
the products indexed under the book catalogues were not actually books, including paper 
and ink for calligraphy and painting and hanging scrolls featuring paintings reproduced 
through collotype technology.216 Many of the collotype-reproduced scrolls, such as one 
                                                        
215 Also of note is the fact that the organization of books under the Four Divisions categories was made 
explicit in these catalogues. That is, each category was clearly marked off with a subheading, as opposed to 
the book list in Wu Yin’s category that organized books under the Four Divisions but did not explicitly 
divide the categories.  
 
216 This type of painted scroll reproduction started to be marketed through the catalogues toward the end of 
Wu Yin’s tenure as owner. The 1922 catalogue had subheadings for metal-plate reproductions of 




featuring a Wu Changshuo flower painting, was priced as low as six jiao.217 These 
products were well within the reach of those who could afford other petty urbanite 
entertainments of the city, including the cinema. 
 By organizing these visual media under a “book catalogue” the Xiling Seal 
Society still acknowledged the authority of text-based knowledge production. Its 
inventory and the emphasis of its marketing had nonetheless definitively shifted toward 
the visual and material over the textual. Painting, calligraphy, rubbings, and seal carving 
circulated as a part of the modern visual and material culture of Shanghai and other major 
cities. They evoked the high culture of the literati, but they could be consumed and 
enjoyed without the classical education shared by the imperial era elite. The Xiling Seal 
Society under the joint ownership of the Wu brothers both sought out and catered to an 
expanded audience by reorienting the business toward the commercial art market.  
 
Literati Culture at Your Service – the Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor 
 When the Xiling Seal Society was divided in 1934, one of Wu Yin’s sons, Wu 
Zhenping, further specialized his arm of the company, renaming it the Xiling Seal 
Society Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor. As evident from the new company name, the 
main commodity marketed by this business was seal ink. Qianquan Seal Ink was first 
manufactured under Wu Yin and first appeared in his catalogues in the early 1920s. By 
the 1930s, this was most likely the business’s most popular product. After splitting the 
business, Wu Zhenping had the trademark of the Xiling Seal Society officially registered 
with the government, and included the trademark in every package of the branded seal 
ink, suggesting that the product had counterfeiters [Figure 13].  
                                                        



























Figure 13: Xiling Seal Society trademark 
 
From: Wu Zhenping, Xiling yinshe qianquan yinni faxingsuo 




The Xiling Seal Society Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor remained in business, still under 
the ownership of Wu Zhenping, in 1950, at which point it was registered with the 
municipal government, leaving behind an archival record. In the registration records, seal 
ink is listed as the primary product sold by the business.218  
 While seal ink was not the only product of the Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, its 
inventory was considerably pared down in comparison to the business owned jointly by 
the Wu brothers. Its catalogues featured only commodities related to seal carving, 
including seal carving supplies, un-carved seals, and the service of having a customizable 
seal made.219 Gone was the attempt to present resources of interest to the seal carver or 
consumer of seals within a larger context of late imperial knowledge production. In its 
place was a focus on useful products for the seal carver and the modern consumer. The 
seal carvers targeted by the company were clearly not idealized literati carvers. This is 
seen, for instance, in the types of supplies the business marketed. In addition to knives 
and display cabinets, two sizes of seal vices were listed. These were wooden vices that 
could be adjusted to hold a seal stone in a fixed position while carving. The use of a seal 
vice restricted the freedom of movement that made the carving knife analogous to the 
calligraphic brush and thus had associations of craftsmanship. A vice would have been 
especially useful for carvers working with harder materials that were more resistant to the 
knife. Uncarved seals in these harder materials were indeed marketed by the business in 
its section advertising “All Types of Elegant Seals.” Uncarved seals in ivory, diamond, 
                                                        
218 The business was registered with a Shanghai trade association for businesses specializing in writing 
materials/stationary. See SMA S 289-4-23, S 289-4-24, and S 289-4-5. In 1950 the business was estimated 
to hold assests of 20,000,000 yuan.  
 
219 Wu Zhenping, Xiling yinshe Qianquan yinni faxingsuo chupin mulu (Shanghai, 1934, 1935). The extant 
1934 and 1935 editions of the catalogue are very similar in content, with the latter catalogue including 
some new products, such as a series of seal albums by contemporary carvers published by the business and 




jade, wood, and horn could be purchased. Two categories of stone seals were also 
available. The first category was valuable qingtian and shoushan stone from “new 
deposits” (3 jiao to some yuan per stone); the second was as “all types” of stone seals 
from “old deposits” (2 yuan to some tens of yuan per stone). None of these carving 
supplies had been available through the earlier iterations of the business.  
 The only books for sale through the company were those specifically related to 
seal carving. Books were presented as “Seal Carving Reference Works” in three 
categories: seal albums, character dictionaries, and reference works. The inventory 
included sixty-one seal albums. Expanding beyond the scope of the early Xiling Seal 
Society, the inventory included many albums of contemporary carvers reproduced 
through metal-plate printing. Indeed, Wu Zhenping’s business used metal-print 
technology to publish a nine part series titled Modern Seal Carving 現代篆刻 (8 jiao 
each). These albums served multiple purposes. They were relatively inexpensive and 
could be studied by other seal carvers, they could be enjoyed as art albums, and they also 
functioned to advertise the skills of contemporary carvers who carved seals 
professionally for interested buyers.  
 The character dictionaries were handy references for seal carvers who had not 
fully mastered the vast repertoire of archaic character variants. If a carver wanted to 
incorporate a seal script or bronze script character into a composition, but did not know 
what it should look like, he or she could look it up in such a dictionary. This was a 
shortcut that eliminated the laborious process of painstakingly absorbing ancient models 
into one’s tacit knowledge of archaic scripts. The prominence of this kind of dictionary in 




since the time of Wu Yin’s ownership. This is especially apparent when considering the 
prominent inclusion of character dictionaries in light of the absence of books related to 
the field of metal and stone inscription studies, a strength of the book inventory of the 
early Shanghai Xiling Seal Society. Wu Zhenping’s catalogues featured such “reference 
works” as treatises on seals and archaic scripts, but no imperial era catalogues of bronze 
inscriptions or stele. The audience interested in seal carving, both as makers and 
consumers, was expanding well beyond the elite group that engaged in the rigorous 
antiquarian study of multiple forms of ancient inscriptions. Even as seal carving was 
becoming more closely associated with metal and stone inscriptions, or jinshi, in name, it 
was becoming less closely associated with this scholarly field in fact.  
 Also in stark contrast to his father’s catalogues, Wu Zhenping’s marketing 
approach involved directly addressing the consumer with sales pitches that extolled the 
virtues of his products and, most importantly, presented them both within and beyond the 
literati culture of the imperial period. The price list for various grades of Xiling Seal 
Society brand seal ink was preceded with a short essay titled “An Overview of Qianquan 
Seal Ink.”220 The essay evoked a literature of elite connoisseurship and for the reader who 
was familiar with this literature, it could have been read and appreciated in this vein. Yet 
the essay had other valences. It reached out to consumers outside of the sphere of literati 
cultural production and the art world, celebrated native artisanal manufacturing, and 
recast the history of literati seal carving as a subplot in the story of a manufactured 
product for everyday use.   
                                                        
220 The essay appears after some front matter that included a notice about sale items, instructions for mail 
order, an announcement of the decision to split the business, and an announcement regarding the business’s 
move to a new address, as well as a new phone number. Following these various announcements, the 
pagination starts back at 1 and the essay appears on pages 1-4 (the 1934 edition is used for citation of the 




 Wu Zhenping’s essay immediately framed the brand name seal ink as a useful 
commodity in modern life, especially in the spheres of politics and commerce. A section 
titled “The Uses of Seal Ink in Modern Times” was placed at the head of the essay, 
subverting the tendency in connoisseurship literature to begin with discussions of the 
origin of a thing. Wu Yin began the essay by stating “My country has used seals to 
establish trust since ancient times. The sovereigns used imperial seals and the national 
officials [guojia guan] had state seals.” This boilerplate introductory sentence 
immediately segued into a statement of the important place of the seal in contemporary 
politics: “Today’s Republican government and central departments also use state seals. 
The administrative organs use official seals. This is in order to make known their 
jurisdiction over certain affairs and things and to verify documents as they pass through 
many hands.” Having established the use of the seal in contemporary politics, Wu 
Zhenping next discussed the role of the seal in finance. “When it comes to currency,” he 
wrote:  
ever since networks of sea transport have opened in my country, plain money has 
not been sufficient due to the problem of crossing over distance and time. To 
regulate supply and demand credit vouchers thus vaulted into a place of supreme 
importance within financial circles. But for the persons who issue and draw on 
credit vouchers, the signature or seal imprint are most important, and without a 
seal imprint vouchers would be ineffective. 
 
 Along with credit vouchers, Wu Zhenping highlighted the importance of seals (and thus 
seal ink) for negotiable securities, contracts, stock certificates, official documents and 
public notices, and accounts of banks and stores. Wu marketed his seal ink as a product 
valuable because of the seal’s contemporary power and significance. The emphasis he 
placed on the worlds of politics and finance suggests that state functionaries, businesses, 




bragged in the essay that civil officials of the Nationalist government had been ordering 
large batches of his product ever since the Republic of China’s capital was moved to 
Nanjing and that “large banks and stores have eagerly followed suit.” This celebration of 
the seal’s role in politics and commerce subordinated seal carving as a scholarly and 
aesthetic practice to the functionality of the seal as a tool of authentication.221  
 The following three sections of the essay promoted the Qianquan brand of seal 
ink as a high quality product. While section four, “The Characteristics of Qianquan Seal 
Ink” directly focused on the product’s economic value and elegance, the preceding 
sections on “The Evolution of Seal Ink” and the “Invention of Qianquan Seal Ink” 
indirectly touted the product’s quality by putting it in a historical context. Wu Zhenping 
narrated the history of the seal and seal ink not because of its intrinsic significance, but in 
order to persuade the consumer that the product was both time-honored and up to date, 
and that its material properties were unrivaled. Wu explained how purple sealing ink was 
first used in the Jin dynasty, how the Song Xuanhe emperor introduced ink made from 
the petals and calyx of purple flowers mixed with juices of the madder plant, and how a 
Yuan dynasty antiquarian first used Mugwort for the red coloring. The evolution of seal 
ink over time culminated, in the essay, with the story of how Wu Yin invented the 
Qianquan recipe. Wu Yin’s innovation, as told by his son, was motivated by the lack of a 
fine quality seal ink for use in the printing of albums. To make a seal ink sufficiently fine, 
smooth, and lustrous, Wu Yin “painstakingly researched the manufacturing process,” 
pooling wisdom old and new and invented, as a result, the Qianquan product. Wu 
Zhenping added that he had inherited this “family learning” and continued to work 
diligently to perfect the seal ink. This short history of the product celebrated native 
                                                        




manufacturing and innovation at a time when the government took a strong interest in 
promoting native products.222   
 Throughout the narrative, the entire history and tradition of seal carving is folded 
into a sales pitch for a name brand product. The flourishing of literati seal carving in the 
Qing dynasty is discussed primarily in order to invite the consumer to reflect on the fact 
that they could be printing their very own seals using a product so fine that it was used to 
print the seal albums of famous carvers. The consumer’s own purchase of Qianquan Seal 
Ink is the purpose and culmination of Wu’s narrative. The essay thus concluded with 
direct instructions regarding the product’s use. The consumer is asked to store the ink in a 
ceramic or jade container, mix it with an ivory pick every ten days to half month, and 
protect it from dust. He or she is also tutored in the use of the seal ink with-step by-step 
instructions: “When dipping the seal into the ink, do so with a light touch. When the red 
[ink] is stuck completely and evenly over the face of the seal, apply it to the paper, 
holding the seal firm and upright. Be sure not to shake as you press down.” The essay 
also stated what one could do if the seal ink became unusable for various reasons, as 
when it became too dry.223 While couching the essay in the language of connoisseurship, 
the marketing pitch repeatedly returned, in this matter, to the usefulness of the product. 
This was a clear break from the way products were presented in the earlier catalogues of 
the Xiling Seal Society under Wu Yin. Those catalogues emphasized products and made 
them available to consumers. Wu Zhenping’s catalogues, as seen in the essay on 
                                                        
222 2-3. On the promotion of native manufacturing, see Karl Gerth, China Made: Consumer Culture and the 
Creation of the Nation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003) and Eugenia Lean, forthcoming.  
 




Qianquan seal ink, emphasized consumers and turned the high culture of literati seal 
carving into a backdrop for the consumer’s use of a practical product for everyday use. 
 
The Seal as Customizable Commodity 
  In addition to manufactured seal ink, Wu Zhenping marketed another practical 
product for everyday use that would have found an audience beyond those engaged in the 
production and consumption of literati material culture: carved seals. In the past, the 
Xiling Seal Society connected consumers who wanted to purchase personalized seals 
with professional seal carvers who advertised their services through price lists. As owner 
of the Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, Wu Zhenping turned this service into a streamlined 
process for ordering seals as customizable commodities. A customizable commodity 
blends individualized production and personal consumer input with convenience, 
standardization, and anonymity. Instead of simply providing a price list for seal carving, 
the catalogue provided detailed instructions for the mail-order customer, who was asked 
to state their criteria in seven fields based partly on examples of the different styles the 
consumer could choose from. This standardized list of options, paired with visual 
illustrations, addressed different consumers in different ways. For the consumer with 
little or no knowledge about seal carving and its aesthetics, it demystified the process 
while also allowing the consumer to feel ownership over the final product. For those who 
did have knowledge about seal carving, the examples provided could be examined and 
critiqued from the perspective of connoisseurship, as with any seal imprints appearing in 
printed albums.224  
                                                        
224 The section on customizable seals is from 13-29 (1935 edition). Another business operating in the late 




 Before introducing the standardized options for customizing a seal for personal 
use, Wu Zhenping directly pitched the product to the consumer as a modern commodity, 
just as he had done in his essay on Qianquan Seal Ink. As with seal ink, the usefulness of 
the seal in modern life was presented primarily in regards to its function as a tool of 
authentication. In particular, the catalogue lauded the specialty bronze seals available for 
purchase, comparing them favorably to the poor imitation ivory seals that were then 
popular, undoubtedly because they were cheaper. The praise for bronze seals went 
against the conventional standards of literati seal carving as the literati generally found 
soft soapstone more conducive to seal carving as a calligraphic art. But for the purposes 
of marketing, the history of literati seal carving and its standards of connoisseurship were 
malleable.225  
 In addition to praising the inherent quality of the bronze seals, the catalogue also 
highlighted the credentials of the makers. According to its marketing pitch, the most 
skilled makers of bronze seals had previously worked in a government bureau in Beijing 
responsible for producing official seals. Now these individuals were in Shanghai and 
their seal carving services were available to the public. This was a reference to Wang 
Fu’an, who was one of the co-founders of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society and was 
indeed working in Shanghai as a commercial seal carver after a period of employment in 
                                                                                                                                                                     
commodities and in a very similar way. This was the Xuanhe yinpu, which was owned by the seal carver 
Fang Jie’an. It also had its own brand of seal ink and published seal albums of contemporary carvers. There 
seems to have been a relationship between Wu Zhenping’s Xiling Seal Society Qianquan Seal Ink 
Distributor and the Xuanhe Seal Society, but the exact nature of the relationship is unclear. See the 
catalogue, Xuanhe yinshe chupin mulu (Shanghai, 193?).  See also Chen Zhenlian, Xiling yinshe bainian 
shiliao changpian, 268. According to Chen, there is disagreement about when Fang founded his business, 
in 1934 or 1935.   
 




the Seal Cutting Bureau of the Beijing-based government in the 1920s. 226 For those in 
the know, Wang Fu’an was something like a celebrity carver with impeccable credentials. 
By referencing Wang Fu’an and his expertise, Wu Zhenping also highlighted the fact that 
seals were hand-crafted products made by individuals for individuals. This distinguished 
these seals from the mass produced commodities that characterized Shanghai’s 
contemporary consumer markets.  
 The bronze seals sold by the business were fully customizable, allowing the buyer 
the convenience of commissioning the seal as an anonymous purchase and, at the same 
time, the distinction of owning a one-of-a-kind object made for the buyer according to his 
or her specifications. The catalogue asked the consumer to provide input on the following 
seven aspects of the product: 1) the material, 2) the size, 3) the shape, 4) the number, 5) 
the type of characters, i.e. intaglio or relief, 6) the style of seal script, and 7) the text of 
the inscription.227 The standard size of the inscribed surface of a metal seal was 
approximately half an inch squared, but smaller or larger sizes were available for an 
additional fee. For the shapes, consumers had eighty-eight choices – a lucky number. The 
choices included different renderings of the twelve zodiac signs, which allowed the 
purchaser to customize their seal according to their year of birth. In addition to zodiac 
animals, choices of shape included, among others, a double lion knob, a triple lion knob, 
an elephant knob, a phoenix knob, and a plain knob.228 Prices ranged from six jiao to six 
                                                        
226 Wang Fu’an also provided the title page calligraphy for the 1934 catalogue.  
 
227 14. These instructions were specifically addressed to those ordering seals by mail order, but 
standardization of options would have applied to any customer.   
 
228 The term “knob” 鈕 dated back to ancient seals, which generally had a handle with a perforation through 





yuan for a triple lion knob. All of the knobs were declared to be “fine and exquisite, 
classically attractive, convenient to carry around and suitable for use.” 229 Here was a 
personalized commodity that was artistic, functional, and even fashionably suited to 
carrying as an accessory.  
 The function of the seal, of course, was its use as a printing block and the 
inscribed text of the seal was the most important input given by the customer when 
making the commission. As was typical of seal carving price lists, the number of 
characters carved into the seal determined the price of having the seal customized and 
carved. For the bronze seals, the price was eight jiao per character or one yuan two jiao 
per character for a seal carved with “added depth.”230 The text of the seal would likely be 
the name of the individual, perhaps in combination with a phrase like “collected by” if 
the seal was to be printed on books or painting, or an auspicious saying if the seal was to 
be a gift.  
 The style of the seal script, its composition and execution, was at the heart of 
what made seal carving both an aesthetic practice related to calligraphy and a scholarly 
practice related to the study of ancient inscriptions. But for the consumers, their choice of 
seal script style was simplified as a decision between four options: relief characters with a 
broad border, relief characters with a narrow border, intaglio characters with a border, 
and borderless intaglio characters. The four styles were illustrated with examples of 
commissioned seals to give the consumer a general sense of what their seal inscription 
might look like if styled in one of the four ways [Figure 14 and 15].  
                                                        
229 16.  
 
230 The price list for carving appears on 19-20. It included not only the price for bronze seals, but also for 


























Figure 14: Seal composition style illustration pages 
 






























Figure 15: Seal composition style illustration page with reproduced 
seal imprints of “Collected Book of Antian” 安田藏書 and “Seal of 
Han Yunjie” 漢雲階印 
 
From: Wu Zhenping, Xiling yinshe Qianquan yinni faxingsuo 





The examples also gave the more knowledgeable viewer a chance to exercise their 
connoisseurship skills and judge the quality of the featured seal imprints. 
 As with any seal imprint, the different examples revealed the aesthetic choices 
and approaches made by the seal carver in the execution of a unique execution. For 
instance, in the examples of borderless intaglio seals, a seal imprint reading “Collected 
Book of Antian,” featured four characters each occupying an equally large quadrant of 
the imprint and evenly spaced apart so that the negative space between the four carved 
characters formed a cross [Figure 15]. The internal composition of the four characters 
also produced a sense of balance, with most of the lines comprising each character 
uniformly following along vertical and horizontal axes. This sense of evenness and 
regularity could make a seal composition appear boring or overly tidy, but the maker of 
the seal added interest to the composition by carving the characters with a wavering, 
intentionally clumsy, line, such that, for instance, individual strokes of the character shu, 
or book, run together at one point and the four squares of negative space produced by the 
character tian 田 to give another example, are symmetrical but also subtly irregular. The 
execution of the character tian, and the seal as a whole, recalled the appearance of ancient 
Han dynasty seals, and in this case, the maker even added some dents into the outer 
boundary of the inscribed face, to give the impression of erosion.  
 In comparison, another example, a personal seal that read “Seal of Han Yunjie” 
reveals different aesthetic choices [Figure 15].231 The four characters divide the space of 
                                                        
231 Han Yunjie was the name of an industrialist and official from the Northeast (b. 1893) He studied abroad 
in Japan and collaborated with the Japanese imperialist state of Manchukuo. See Xu Youchun, ed., 
Mingguo renwu da zidian zengding ban, volume 2 (Shijiazhuang: Hebei renmin chubanshe, 2007), 2659. If 




the seal with a fair amount of regularity and symmetry. But compared to Antian’s 
collector’s seal, the characters of the personal seal are ever so slightly off balance, so that 
the negative space between them did not form a neat cross. This is mainly because the 
characters at the upper left and lower right corners were slightly longer than the 
characters at the upper right and lower left corner. The aesthetic choice appears to be 
based on the internal dynamics of the four characters and how they balance each other 
out. In seal script, both the characters yun and yin are made up of two radicals divided 
into top and bottom components and both characters have strong horizontal lines. Both 
the characters han and jie can be divided into left and right components and feature 
strong vertical lines. The slightly off balanced grid within which the four characters 
appear serves to emphasize similarities between the characters yun and yin and 
similarities between the characters han and jie. The presentation of the characters in 
relation to one another and also the number of strokes in each character gives the 
composition a level of visual complexity. For this reason, the execution of the carved 
lines is kept cleaner and more even than in the case of Antian’s seal.  
 With these two examples, we see the complex decision making that went into the 
composition and execution of a seal. The compositional complexity of calligraphic text 
carved under the constraints of a very limited space was what made seal carving a 
pleasurable and also rigorous activity for the literati. In composing and carving a seal, 
they had to consider the internal composition of the individual characters, the appearance 
of the characters in juxtaposition within a tight spatial frame, and the aesthetic properties 
of seal script and the expectation that the final product would bear some resemblance to 
                                                                                                                                                                     
consumer audience of the Xiling Seal Society. Because so many of the seal inscriptions include personal 
names, further investigation into who commissioned seals from the Xiling Seal Society or from carvers, 




ancient seals. For the consumer who purchased seals from the Xiling Seal Society, 
however, this complex set of decisions was reduced to a simple choice between 
standardized options. The other decisions were left to the maker, though the consumer 
could rest assured that the final product would be elegant because they were purchasing a 
name-brand product. A Xiling Seal Society seal gave the consumer the best of two 
worlds: a sense of control over the final made-to-order product, on the one hand, and the 
convenience of procuring a product that exuded an aura of classicism and erudition that 
nevertheless demanded no special knowledge to acquire.  
 
The Vulgarization of Seal Carving and the Democratization of Connoisseurship 
 Over the course of the Republican period, the Shanghai Xiling Seal society 
reinvented itself a number of times to respond to a changing social context. Under the 
ownership of Wu Yin, the business presented its products within a general framework of 
national heritage and an imperial era order of knowledge. After Wu Yin died, the 
business more explicitly aligned itself with the modern art market. After the business was 
divided, Wu Zhenping more narrowly focused on only those products directly related to 
seals and seal carving, without embedding the products within either an imperial era 
order of knowledge or the broader visual and material culture of the literati arts. Although 
Wu Zhenping’s business provided resources for the seal carver and connoisseur of seals, 
it put a significant emphasis on the functional products of seal ink and seals as 
customizable commodities and explicitly embraced audiences that included people who 




modern commodities, he made the literati cultural context a mere backdrop to the 
importance of the seal as a tool of authentication.  
 Through each of these iterations, the businesses countered a trend toward the 
vulgarization of seal carving promoted by an increased demand for seals in modern 
society. As seals proliferated, they were often made of cheaper materials, such as wood 
and synthetic materials made to resemble horn or ivory.232 People not only used seals 
carved from these humble materials, they also had them carved with regular script, as 
opposed to archaic seal script, or even Roman lettering [Figure 16].233 Those who saw 
seal carving as an expression of an aesthetic and scholarly engagement with ancient 
inscriptions bemoaned this fact.234 To them, the proliferation of seals in everyday life 
threatened the authenticity of the seal as a cultural artifact given meaning by its 
connection to ancient inscriptions.  
 
 
                                                        
232 Bao Kai, Zhiyin shu, 38-39. In his seal carving manual (discussed in chapter 4), Bao Kai noted the 
popularity of the following materials, in addition to stone, in the twentieth century: glass (because it 
resembled crystal and despite the fact that it resisted the knife), imitation horn made from bark secretions, 
horn, ivory, bone, and their synthetic substitutes. All of these are said to be popular because they are light 
and convenient and easy to carry around, but hard to damage. He characterized wood as being in popular 
use amongst “common people” (pingmin).  
 
233 Ibid. Bao Kai called the use of regular script and clerical script a recent innovation (17). Seals carved in 
regular script, clerical script, or with Roman lettering and seals carved for use as trademarks were not 
generally collected in published seal albums. There are exceptions, including the lithographed Cong shi 
yinji of 1912, from which Figure 16 is taken. That album presented imprints of seals made by someone 
named Feng Cuigeng, who appears to have been a Hangzhou native, for he also called himself Master of 
West Lake Hall. Another album with unorthodox seal imprints is the photolithographed Tiemei jushi yincun 
of Lin Chengbi (1915). This album, by a maker from Fujian province, includes numerous compositions 
using regular script and some with an almost modernist, abstract design. The maker’s pricelist is 
prominently included in the album. Both albums include imprints that appear to have been designed for use 
as trademarks. 
 
234 In Zhiyin shu, Bao Kai argued that seal script should be used for seals because it is aesthetically superior 
and because it was more difficult to forge. He argued that seals should be used over signatures because they 





























Figure 16: Seal imprints with unorthodox scripts 
 




 Even iconoclasts known for a rejection of traditional culture showed dismay at the 
vulgarization of seal carving. Consider, for instance, the New Culture Movement thinker 
and modern literary icon Lu Xun. Lu Xun was a staunch advocate of switching to the 
written vernacular and discarding the classical language. In the preface to his seminal 
short story collection A Call to Arms, he also pointedly critiqued an apolitical fascination 
with ancient writing. The preface described Lu Xun’s feelings of profound loneliness and 
pessimism upon returning to China after studying abroad in Japan. He had set aside his 
dreams of a brighter future for China and hid himself away in his hometown of Shaoxing 
(also the hometown of Wu Yin), where he spent his days “copying ancient inscriptions.” 
This act of copying stood for the ossification of the classical tradition and its utter 
uselessness to modern society and China as a modern nation. There were “no political 
problems or issues in those inscriptions” and copying them served “No use at all.”235 
 The copying of inscriptions was more than a metaphor for Lu Xun though. It was 
a real part of his background and education. Even as he gave up the classical language for 
the vernacular as a writer, he remained a collector of inscriptions and a dedicated user of 
seals carved with archaic text, which he believed to be more effective than modern 
copyright at protecting his intellectual property.236 As a group, the modern intellectuals 
who participated in the New Culture Movement formed a new type of literati who 
continued to value some forms of old-style cultural connoisseurship even as they 
                                                        
235 Lu Xun, “Preface to the First Collection of Short Stories, ‘Call to Arms,’” in Selected Stories of Lu 
Hsun, translated by Yang Hsien-yi and Gladys Yang (New York: W.W. Norton & Compony, 2003), 4.  
 
236 Zhao Jiabi, Bianji yijiu (Shanghai, Zhonghua shuju, 2008), 61. This book collects reminiscences about 
his work in publishing. In a chapter on Lu Xun’s contribution to a literary compendium published by the 
Liangyou Publishing Company, he described how Lu Xun insisted on pasting a paper printed with his two-
character intaglio personal name seal on the copyright page of his books because of the many pirated 





promoted science, democracy, and enlightenment. This was still an elite, literate group, 
and one that had a distinctly ambivalent attitude toward the new mass culture associated 
with decadent Shanghai. It was this group that thus formed part of the audience 
patronizing stores like the Xiling Seal Society, even though the iconoclastic stance of 
New Culture politics was seemingly opposed to the reproduction of imperial era textual 
and material culture. 
 Lu Xun praised seals purchased through the Xiling Seal Society in a revealing 
letter to his friend Zheng Zhenduo, written in 1933, when the business was still owned 
jointly by the two Wu brothers. In the letter Lu Xun complained about seal carvers who 
put on airs but had no talent: 
Living in Shanghai for a long time, the eyes gradually become uncultivated  
市儈化, and unable to differentiate good from bad. The seal carvers here even use 
standard script characters 楷書 in their compositions, while still talking about 
such and such Han School and Zhejiang School.  When it comes to a seal that I 
impress upon my books, those are carved by the people in the Xiling Seal Society. 
They are comparatively good.237   
 
In the modern city, as expressed by Lu Xun, critical vision suffers. His critique of the 
“uncultivated” eye connoted the paucity of vision of a businessman who cared only for 
profit. Lu Xun evoked the Xiling Seal Society as a brand that guaranteed a certain degree 
of quality that a cultured man could depend on even after his citified eyes became less 
discerning.  
 As a New Culture intellectual who advocated doing away with the classical 
language and even doing away with Chinese characters altogether, Lu Xun’s elitist 
disparaging of seals carved in standard script, as opposed to the obsolete seal script, 
                                                        
237 The letter is dated 11/11/1933. Lu Xun quan ji, vol. 10 (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1958), 109. 





seems out of character.238 What made the seals carved by “the people in the Xiling Seal 
Society” so “comparatively good,” after all, was the skill level of the makers who were 
able to execute high quality seal carving in seal script because they had knowledge of 
ancient inscriptions cultivated through copying – the very thing that Lu Xun derided as 
superfluous in A Call to Arms. Lu Xun’s progressive politics and cultural inclinations did 
not cancel out his deeply ingrained attitudes about what constituted good and bad taste, 
and for him, a seal carved in regular script was simply bad taste. What bothered Lu Xun, 
moreover, was not just that seals were carved in standard script but that their makers 
phonily laid claim to stylistic schools of seal carving connected to the study of ancient 
inscriptions. His critique was thus more broadly about the false advertising that thrived in 
a context of democratized consumption practices. The Xiling Seal Society could be 
counted on to provide products that hewed to a higher standard. These products were 
equally available to someone like Lu Xun, who had some ability to judge their quality as 
a connoisseur, and to someone who did not have a connoisseur’s knowledge of seals or 
seal script, but could nevertheless purchase the same high quality products.  
 When the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society was founded in 1904, it was imagined as 
a place authentically connected to a trans-historical lineage of seal carvers whose creative 
production and social networks stemmed from an intimate engagement with things and 
each other. The members of the institution were like-minded friends who shared an 
interest in inscriptions and a facility with the carving knife. What the Shanghai Xiling 
Seal Society and its offshoots did was to democratize the elite connoisseurship practices 
of this group by making the seal albums archived by the institution, the seal carving of 
                                                        
238 Yurou Zhong, who completed her PhD at Columbia while I was writing this dissertation, is working on 
the topic of twentieth century campaigns to eliminate Chinese characters. The research is not yet published 




members, and the very name of “Xiling” commercially available. Indeed, these products 
became not only more available, but also more accessible, as they were incrementally 
detached from the formidably impenetrable culture of textual scholarship that had formed 
the heart of imperial era elite credentials.  
 By ultimately detaching first literati arts and then literati seal carving from 
classical book learning, the Xiling Seal Society helped salvage aspects of literati cultural 
production by atomizing them. A person did not have to be initiated into the intricacies of 
textual scholarship or epigraphic styles to enjoy an album of paintings, purchase and use 
a customized seal, or even try one’s hand at carving seals as a hobby. What had started 
with Wu Yin as a preservationist business that reprinted imperial era books and 
embedded material culture in a larger scholarly context became a business that put the 
elite culture of the literati at the service of the consumer, who could then selectively 














  CHAPTER 4  
 







 In the eighteenth and nineteenth century, an interest in ancient writing bolstered 
the popularity of seal carving amongst elite makers, users, and connoisseurs of seals. The 
expectation that literati seals demonstrate calligraphic mastery of ancient scripts and 
epigraphic precedents made seal carving inaccessible to all but the narrowest strata of 
classically educated men. The Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society emphasized this 
relationship between the study of ancient writing and seal carving by making its mission 
statement “to protect metal and stone inscriptions and research seal studies.” Yet the 
commercial counterpart of the institution, and particularly the Xiling Seal Society 
Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, ultimately minimized the importance of textual 
scholarship to seal carving. It did so by presenting seals and seal carving independently 
from books and metal-and-stone inscriptions and by marketing seal ink and seals as 
functional objects. For consumers, procuring fine quality seals for personal use did not 
require any special knowledge about the archaic scripts used to carve them.  
 For practitioners as well, seal carving was increasingly framed as something that 
one could do without mastery of ancient writing or calligraphy. Authors of seal carving 
how-to manuals, a new genre of writing about seals, highlighted the importance of 
calligraphic and epigraphic knowledge to their expertise, but also overlaid the old binary 
of elite maker and craftsman with a continuum of ability levels from beginner to expert. 




amateur attempts at wielding the carving knife as being of-a-kind with master artists, 
even if they knew nothing about ancient writing beyond the summary provided in the 
manuals themselves.    
 While the following chapter discusses the politicization of art and the place of 
seal carving in state-sponsored fine art exhibitions, this chapter examines the ways 
practitioners characterized their expertise in manuals written for novice seal carvers and 
the general public. At a time when seal carving was being integrated into the disciplinary 
framework of “art” or the “fine arts,” seal carvers insisted that knowledge about writing 
and calligraphic models were crucial to the art of seal carving, thus expanding the 
conception of art beyond representations of the natural world. At the same time, how-to 
manuals framed the carving of seals as something involving hands-on practice not 
necessarily connected to knowledge of writing and provided practical instruction on how 
to physically alter the carving surface of a stone with a knife.  
 
Art of Writing, Art of Carving 
 Before the turn of the twentieth century, there was no word for art or fine arts in 
the Chinese language. If art is understood to refer to material objects and images 
produced by human agency and appreciated for aesthetic qualities, pre-modern China 
obviously had very sophisticated art. Elites collected calligraphy, painting, and in the 
later imperial period, such things as ritual vessels, seals, and porcelain. All of these things 
were appreciated for their beauty. In the Qing dynasty, craftsmen and scholars alike made 
a living by producing such objects of aesthetic appreciation for the market. Yet the lack 




material culture, no single quality, such as beauty, linked different things together in a 
manner more fundamental than other qualities that made them different. As noted by 
Lothar Ledderose, things now categorized as Chinese art appeared scattered in different 
sections of the eighteenth century imperial encyclopedia, Synthesis of Books and 
Illustrations, Past and Present. For instance, calligraphy was categorized under a section 
on Script (zixue 字學), while painting appeared in the section on Skills (yishu 藝術).239  
 In the early twentieth century, the term “fine arts” (meishu 美術) started to appear 
in Chinese-language publications. The compound, which combines the characters for 
“beauty” and “skill,” was a neologism adopted from the Japanese word used to translate 
the western concept of “fine arts”: bijutsu.240 Proponents of “national essence,” such as 
Huang Binhong, were some of the earliest Chinese writers to incorporate “fine arts” into 
their vocabularies. Huang Binhong saw art as a civilizational category of cultural 
production and equated the promotion of art with China’s national well being in a 
competitive world.241 He did not, however, privilege those forms of artistic practice 
classically acknowledged as the fine arts in the west (painting, sculpture, and 
architecture), nor did he dichotomize aesthetic experience and scholarship. Instead, 
Huang defined calligraphy, seal carving, and other arts of writing with no clear western 
counterpart as examples of fine arts and as potential sources for the study of writing and 
its history. His Fine Arts Collectanea, a compendium of imperial era writings about 
                                                        
239 Lothar Ledderose, Ten Thousand Things, 188-190.  
 
240 See, for instance, Ibid., 188; Xiaobing Tang, Origins of the Chinese Avant-Garde: The Modern Woodcut 
Movement (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 13; Lu Peng, A History of Art, 124-127. 
 




material culture, collected many canonical writings about calligraphy and treatises on 
seals by literati authors.242  
 The importance of the arts of writing within early conceptualizations of the fine 
arts in China has received inadequate scholarly attention. This is partly because painting 
emerged as the focal point of politically motivated calls to promote and reform the fine 
arts in China. Painting was also at the center of persistent debates about the relative 
merits of Chinese and Western approaches to art, debates that tended to read deep and 
essentialized cultural patterns into art-making practices. An early contribution to this 
debate took the form of an essay published by Chen Duxiu. A New Culture Movement 
iconoclast, Chen Duxiu called for a “Fine Arts Revolution” to complement the literary 
revolution that promoted writing in the vernacular. The revolution he sought for the fine 
arts was really about painting more specifically. In his journal, New Youth, Chen 
bemoaned the tendency of Chinese painters to “blindly worship idols,” by copying 
models.243 Always an advocate of westernization and an enemy of Chinese traditions, 
Chen argued that painters should adopt “the realist spirit of foreign painting” for only 
then could they “give free reign to their own genius, paint their own paintings, and avoid 
following in the hackneyed ways of old.”244  
 Although he called for a “fine arts revolution” and not just a “painting 
revolution,” Chen Duxiu did not acknowledge that calligraphy or seal carving had no way 
of pursuing naturalistic representation, since the calligraphic arts do not represent nature, 
                                                        
242 Huang Binhong and Deng Shi, comp., Meishu congshu. 
 
243 Chen Duxiu, “Meishu geming” in Ershi shiji zhongguo meishu wenxuan, vol. 1, ed. Liang Shaojun 
(Shanghai: Shanghai shuhua chubanshe, 1999), 29-30, p. 29. Originally published in Xin qingnian 6.1 
(1918/1/15). 
 




but present writing. As painting remained the center of debates about realism and self-
expressiveness and so-called eastern and western artistic values, non-realist landscape 
and figural painting in the media of brush and ink was elevated to the status of “national 
painting.”245 There was no equivalent category of “national calligraphy” or “national seal 
carving,” because there was no foreign counterpart to differentiate it from.  
 Nevertheless, seal carving, as well as calligraphy, emerged as recognized 
categories of fine arts in the Republican period. Seal carving was exhibited in China’s 
first ever state-sponsored exhibitions of fine arts, a topic addressed at length in the 
subsequent chapter. Seal carving and seal carvers were also prominently featured in the 
Fine Arts Yearbook, published in Shanghai in 1947.246 In this publication, which was 
meant to present a comprehensive picture of the fine arts in the Republican period, the 
Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society was presented in a section of “Historical Materials” as a 
fine arts organization. Although the founders had never presented the Seal Society as a 
fine arts institution, linking it instead to literati culture and the more amorphous concept 
of national essence, in the Fine Arts Yearbook, the Xiling Seal Society is described as an 
institution “renowned throughout the world” that “made many contributions to the 
                                                        
245 Past scholarship on “national painting” is extensive. See, for instance, Wong, Parting the Mists; Lu 
Peng, A History of Art, ch. 3-4; Pedith Chan, “The Institutionalization and Legitimation of Guohua.” 
 
246 The Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences has published a reprint of this important source on the 
modern Chinese art field. Yu He, ed., Zhongguo meishu nianjian 1947. This postwar publication was first 
envisioned by a Shanghai fine arts organization called the Shanghai Fine Arts Tea Society. It was produced 
with the help of many of the most prominent artists of the day and presented a broad overview of the field 
of Fine Arts in modern China. It included “historical materials” on arts organizations from across China, 





development of China’s fine arts.”247 Wang Fu’an, one of the co-founders of the Xiling 
Seal Society, was on the editorial committee of the publication.  
 The Fine Arts Yearbook included forty-one biographies of seal carvers (zhuanke 
jia 篆刻家) in its section of artist biographies.248 Other artists who were differently 
categorized, most often as practitioners of national painting (guohua), were also 
expert seal carvers. Indeed, some of the best-known seal carvers of the Republican 
period, including Ding Fuzhi, Ma Gongyu, and Qi Baishi, were categorized as 
painters, demonstrating the broad overlap between the two categories.249 In 
addition to the biographies of seal carvers, the Fine Arts Yearbook featured a twenty-
three page section devoted to seal art, or zhuanke, and devoted to seal imprints 
reproductions. The section of seal imprints followed reproductions of calligraphy and 
“national painting” and preceded reproductions of western painting, and design.250 As the 
third section of reproductions, seal carving was featured quite prominently. It was given 
almost as much space as calligraphy, which had twenty-seven pages of reproductions 
included.  
                                                        
247 20. The entry on the Xiling Seal Society is presented first under the section on arts associations in 
Hangzhou (20-21). It includes a short description and a name list of eighty members.  
 
248 See 55-180 for the biographies section of the yearbook. Biographies of seal carvers (zhuanke jia) appear 
on pp. 57 (2), 60, 71 (2), 79, 82, 88, 89, 90 (2), 96, 105, 107, 111, 113, 117, 118, 120, 126, 130, 135, 136 
(2), 138, 140, 143, 148, 149, 150, 154 (3), 157, 162, 167, 173 (3), 174, 176. Practitioners of national 
painting have the most biographies in the Yearbook. Other categories of art that individuals are labeled 
under include calligraphy, commercial art, western painting, sculpture, bamboo carving, and architectural 
design.  
 
249 56, 116, 158. 
 
250 Each of these sections was marked off by a sort of title page featuring the name of the artistic genre in 
the calligraphy of various artists who also signed their calligraphy with their name and seals. The seal 
carving (zhuanke) section’s title page features the calligraphy of Wang Fu’an. Reproductions of bamboo 
carving was appended to the seal carving section but not separated out into its own category. Woodcuts 
were appended to the sculpture section. The page numbers for the different sections are as follows: 
Calligraphy (181-210), National Painting (211-422), Seal Carving (421-456) with bamboo carving on pp. 




 Art schools, art stores, and print culture all contributed to transforming the elite 
practice of seal carving into a “fine art.” Specialized art schools of the Republican period 
provided instruction in seal carving and calligraphy, as well as painting and arts 
education.251 Art stores, like the Shanghai Xiling Seal Society, that sold painting 
reproductions, fans, and art supplies, also marketed seal albums and rubbings of 
inscriptions. Fine arts associations included seal carvers, many of whom were also 
painters and calligraphers, in their ranks.252 And beginning with Huang Binhong’s 
contributions to the Journal of National Essence and his Fine Arts Collectanea, seals 
were sometimes explicitly presented as “fine art” in publications. For instance, in 1930, 
The Eastern Miscellany (Dongfang zazhi), a journal with a wide circulation, published a 
two volume special issue on the fine arts that included two articles on seals and seal 
carving, one by Huang Binhong and the other by Sha Menghai.253  
                                                        
251 The earliest and one of the most important specialized art schools, founded by Liu Haisu, was the 
Shanghai School of Fine Arts (Shanghai meishu zhuanke xuexiao). According to an overview of the school 
and outline of its curricular structure published in 1946, titled Shanghai meishu zhuanke xuexiao gaikuang, 
the school had employed an instructor of calligraphy and seal carving (zhuanke) by the name of Li Jian 
since 1935 (29). Seal carving was a required course for students specializing in “Chinese Painting.” Two 
credits were to be taken in year 3 and this included 3 hours of hands on practice per week (14). Seal carving 
was an elective course for students focusing on sculpture or arts education. Some of the seal carvers who 
had biographies featured in the Fine Arts Yearbook were graduates of art schools. Contemporary 
biographies of Republican era seal carvers also indicate that many of them worked as teachers at art 
schools.  
 
252 The arts association acknowledged as the first institution of its kind in modern China was the Seal 
Carving, Painting, and Calligraphy Institute of Shanghai Tijinguan. See Yu He, ed., Fine Arts Yearbook, 3-
4; Kuiyi Shen, “Patronage,” p. 22, and Julia F. Andrews and Kuiyi Shen, “The Traditionalist Response,” in 
Kuo, 79; chapter 2 of this dissertation. Many of the other arts societies listed in the yearbook included 
members who were seal carvers, including, obviously, the Xiling Seal Society.  
 
253 Dongfang zazhi [Zhongguo meishu hao], 27.1-27.2 (1930). The two issues devoted to the fine arts did 
not include a general discussion of what the fine arts were. The first issue was devoted entirely to painting 
and included a great deal of explicit or implicit cross-cultural comparison, as well as recognition of cross-
cultural interaction. The first article, “The Victory of Chinese Fine Arts in Modern Art,” begins with the 
flat statement that “Eastern and Western culture have always had unbridgeable differences.” It went on to 
essentialize Chinese and Western painting as being driven by “expression,” on the one hand, and “realism” 
on the other. The “victory” of Chinese painting refers the adoption of expressionist techniques by western 
impressionist and post-impressionist painting. Other articles took a less essentialist view of cultural 




 The Everyday Cyclopedia (Riyong baike quanshu), a popular publication of the 
Commercial Press, also presented seal carving as a fine art. The category of “Fine Arts” 
appeared in volume three of the encyclopedia and was subdivided into the genres of 
Landscape Art, Painting, Calligraphy, Sculpture, and Photography.254 Seal carving 
appeared under the section on “sculpture,” which included a general introduction, three 
articles on seals and seal ink, and an article on the statuary of China.255 The articles on 
seals did not cohere very well with the “General Introduction to Sculpture,” that preceded 
them. The “General Intoduction” was almost certainly a translation of a western-language 
overview of the topic and defined sculpture as “the carving of images in a set material in 
order to express some concept.”256 It also attributed the status of sculpture as a fine art to 
its role in not just “copying natural images,” but in expressing some ideal in the heart or 
mind of the artist.257 As in contemporary debates about painting, this idea that sculpture 
was related to “nature” or “natural images,” was out of joint with the characteristics of 
seal carving as an art of writing.  
 In the articles on seals, the relationship between artistic expression and nature is 
not a concern and has nothing to do with how seal carving is framed as an art. Instead, the 
                                                                                                                                                                     
During the Ming and Qing,” and “The Relationship Between Chinese Buddhist Art and Indian Art.” The 
second issue, in which the two articles on seals appeared, also included articles on calligraphy, bronze 
inscriptions, Buddhist cave art, architecture, porcelain, and embroidery. The Eastern Miscellany has been 
described as “the principle organ for educated public opinion in the country.” See Theodore Huters, 
Bringing the World Home, 210.   
 
254 Huang Shaoxu and Jiang Tie et al. ed., Chong bian Riyong baike quanshu, vol. 3 (Shanghai: Shangwu 
yinshuguan, 1934), 4729-5006. 
 
255 The five articles under the subheading of sculpture are “Diaoke gaishu,” pp. 4896-4931, “Yinxue 









first article, titled “A General Overview of Seal Studies,” focused on a historical narrative 
of the development of seals, dividing it into a “formative period,” when seals were made 
by craftsmen for functional use and a “recreational” or artistic period, when seals were 
carved by “literati and scholars.” The account of this latter period focused on stylistic 
schools surrounding individuals and groups of the late imperial period. Through analysis 
of these individuals and schools, seal carving was framed as an art of the creative 
manipulation of calligraphic precedent.258  
 The second article appearing under the encyclopedia’s presentation of sculpture, 
made a better implicit case for the inclusion of seal carving in a category along with 
statuary. Titled “The Method of Making Seals,” it outlined the “practical work” (shiji 
gongzuo) of the seal carver: the use of the knife.259 As a product of a creative act of 
carving, the making of seals did bear a resemblance to the making of statues. As an art of 
writing, it had a closer relationship to calligraphy. For most of the seal carvers of the 
Republican period who viewed themselves as artists, or who at least saw their seals as 
having value beyond their functionality as printing blocks, both carving and writing were 
key components of their expertise. This explains why a popular term for the making of 
seals was zhuanke 篆刻, a compound word that brought together the word for “seal 
script,” which functioned here as the verb “to write in seal script,” with the word “to 
carve.” The combination of writing and carving is what made seal carving a distinctive 
form of cultural production, that had shared features with both calligraphy and other 
forms of carving, but also a status independent from them.    
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 Calligraphic composition, literacy in ancient script forms, and the ability to 
skillfully wield a knife were all presented as important by authors who wrote seal carving 
manuals published during the Republican period.260 Some of these manuals, like the 
Everyday Cyclopedia, explicitly presented seals and seal carving as a fine art. In 
Miscellaneous Comments on Making Seals [Zhiyin zashuo 治印雜說], a manual that was 
first published in 1917 and reprinted multiple times, ancient seals were introduced as 
“one of the treasures of Chinese fine arts.”261 Another manual, The Art of Making Seals 
[Zhiyin shu], stated that “seals are a type of fine art” and in support of the claim noted 
that contemporaries arranged seals in display cases and thus favored seals that were 
carved in attractive shapes.262 Other manuals did not explicitly refer to seals as a fine art. 
                                                        
260 Five seal carving manuals were examined for this research. The two most comprehensive manuals, 
singled out for the most extensive discussion below, were Bao Kai, Zhiyin shu (1947) and Kong Yunbai, 
Zhuanke Rumen (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 1999). The edition of Zhuanke Rumen cited here 
is a facsimile reproduction of the original, published 1936. Wang Shi, Zhiyin zashuo (Shanghai: Shanghai 
gujin tushudian, 1926). Shanghai Library also holds a 1917 edition. Wu Yin’s Dun’an yinxue congshu 
(1920) reprinted the manual as the most recent of the texts included in the collectanea on seal studies. 
Zhang Xiaoshen, Zhuanke yaoyan (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju, 1929). Zhang Zhiyu, Ke zhu zhi yin wu shi 
zitong (Ji si an, 1941). The fact that some of these manuals were reprinted suggests they were fairly 
popular. It is also notable that both of the most important publishers of the Republican period, the 
Commercial Press (Shangwu yinshuguan) and Zhonghua each published a seal carving manual. But the 
circulation of the manuals is not the central concern of this chapter, which is more interested in charting 
new ways of thinking about the making of seals and new ways of thinking about seal carving as a social 
practice available to a general, literate audience. 
 
261 Wang Shi, Zhiyin zashuo, chap. 1. Chapter 2 also begins by characterizing seals as art and the author 
also notes that it is an art distinctive to China. Wang Shi was a friend of Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society co-
founder Ye Ming and Ye Ming contributed a preface to this book. Ye Ming introduces the author as one 
who pursued the epigraphic style of Qin seals and had expertise in the study of metal-and-stone inscriptions 
(jinshi zhi xue 金石之學). Ye Ming also commended Wang Shi for protecting national essence by sharing 
his knowledge about seals. This manual was reprinted as the final collected text of the Seal Studies 
Collectanea from the Hut of Retreat, compiled and published by Wu Yin in 1920. Although the title – 
miscellaneous comments – suggests something less formal, the manual was systematically organized to 
cover the basics of seal carving and presentation. The twelve chapters were, each just a few pages long, 
were 1) The Origins of Seals, 2) The System of Seals, 3) The Rules of Seals, 4) The Writing on Seals, 5) 
The Arrangement (zhangfa) of Seals, 6) The Brush Feel of Seal Writing, 7) The Knife Principles (daofa) of 
Making Seals, 8) Method of Side Inscriptions, 9) Equipment for Making Seals, 10) Method of Making Side 
Inscription Rubbings, 11) Method of Making Seal Ink, and 12) Final Thoughts on Making Seals.  
 
262 Bao Kai, Zhiyin shu, 48. Published in 1947, the manuscript of the book was already completed in 1940 




Even so, this genre of writing about seals contributed to detaching the practice of seal 
carving from the narrow elite that was able to master the scholarship of ancient writing, 
and thus facilitated the reconceptualization of seals as an art form.  
 Republican era manuals providing practical instruction built on and borrowed 
from an earlier literature about seal carving that dated to the late imperial period. From 
the time that literati began to take an interest in collecting and making seals, treatises on 
the history and characteristics of seals were published. These writings formed a literature 
of connoisseurship that innovated much of the vocabulary still used to describe the 
features of seal carving and seal carving aesthetics. For instance, it was late imperial era 
authors that first used the terminology of composition (zhuanfa 篆法), arrangement 
(zhangfa章法), and knifework (daofa刀法).263 Composition referred to the calligraphic 
execution of the archaic writing. Arrangement referred to the organization of characters 
within the limited space of a seal composition. Knifework referred to the carving of the 
composition into the printing surface of the seal. Republican era manuals of seal carving 
often used this same terminology in discussing the process of designing and making 
seals.  
                                                                                                                                                                     
forestalled because of the difficulties of those year (110). Of all the manuals discussed in this chapter, Bao 
Kai’s was the one that focused the most on the seal as a visual art. Indeed, in his afterword, he described 
the story behind his interest in seal carving in relation to his aesthetic experience of painting. His father 
sometimes painted and the young Bao thought that the black ink of the painting and the red of the seal 
made a contrast that was “beautiful” (mei). He asked his father how seals were made and his father 
responded “They’re carved.” Bao Kai subsequently carved the single character of his surname “Bao” into a 
stone, but his father took one look and destroyed it (109). The story is appropriate considering that, as we 
shall see, Bao’s manual was meant to serve beginners seeking practical instruction. Bao used his personal 
experience in taking the initiative to carve a stone as a way of demonstrating that a beginner had to start 
somewhere and that one could proceed from that point of total lack of knowledge to become a master like 
Bao Kai himself.  
 
263 The earliest treatises to use this vocabulary date to the Ming dynasty. They include Gan Yang’s 
“Yinzhang jishuo” and Xu Shangda’s “Yinfa cantong.” See Han Tianheng, Lidai yinxue lunwen xuan, 84-




 Late imperial treatises on seals differed from the broader genre of connoisseurship 
literature in that they were often written by individuals who not only collected seals, but 
made them, and who discussed aspects of making in their written treatises.264 At least one 
of the treatises, Chen Mugeng’s Zhuanke zhendu (1786) even anticipated Republican era 
how-to manuals by providing accessible directions about making explicitly framed as 
being for “beginning study.”265 Most of the treatises, however, were more in the manner 
of manuals of taste or scholarly studies, written by elites for elites.266 Indeed, while Chen 
Mugeng’s eight chapter publication did provide much useful instruction, many of the 
sections still read like a manual of taste aimed at an in-group of fellow elites. For 
instance, in chapter eight, Chen discussed the different types of stones that were and were 
not suitable for seal carving. He described fifteen types of stone, their material 
characteristics including color, hardness, and grain, their origins and degree of rarity. Of 
Dasong stone from Zhejiang province, he wrote, “like jade in substance, there are ink-like 
marks within, brightly colored, smooth and beautiful, the genuine is very rare. Those 
                                                        
264 Compare the discussion in Jacob Eyfurth, “Craft Knowledge.” Eyferth characterized literati writings 
about objects made by craftsman as a “literature of appreciation” and that the elite authors did not show 
that they “understood (or much cared about) how [such objects] were made” (197). The fact that treatises 
on seals did discuss making is an indication that seal carving had transitioned from a mode of cultural 
production only practiced by craftsman to one practiced by elite makers. It also suggests that the lines 
between craftsman and elite maker were perhaps not so clear as Eyferth suggests when it came to certain 
genres of objects.  
 
265 See, for instance, Chen Mugeng, Zhuanke zhendu (Beijing: Beijing shi Zhongguo shudian, 1983). In the 
introductory remarks (liyan) that preface the treatise, Chen positions it as a useful manual suitable for 
beginning study (chuxue). This text was included in Wu Yin’s Seal Study Collectanea from the Hut of 
Retreat. 
 
266 On manuals of taste from the late Qing, see Craig Clunas, Superfluous Things. Clunas noted the “self-
subverting, almost auto-destructive nature” of these manuals of taste (164), by which he was referring to 
the fact that they were written by elites, for elites as a way to define tasteful consumption practices, but 
they were themselves available as commodities and could presumably be used by anyone with the financial 
capability to imitate the consumption practices of the traditional elite. Seal connoisseurship treatises can be 
looked at in the same way. They were not, for the most part, intended to teach the uninitiated how to make 





forgeries that have burnt on spots are most able to pass as genuine…” Of Putian stone 
from Fujian, he wrote “the locals use them for seals, though inexpensive in price, they 
can be used for seal carving (zhuanke).” Shandong Lai stone is described as “green in 
color like jade, flaky in substance, use it for seal carving (zhuanke) and it will not hold up 
long.”267 The information is practical to an extent, but it is also designed to pique the 
interest of fellow literati who had some prior knowledge of beautiful stones and how to 
collect and use them.268 Most importantly, with no illustrations, the manual’s 
textualization of knowledge would have been impossible to use as a how-to manual for 
the true beginner in the absence of additional resources.  
 Republican era how-to manuals thus made up a new genre of writing about 
seals.269 They publicized how-to knowledge beyond the contexts of master-disciple 
                                                        
267 Chen Mugeng, Zhuanke zhendu, juan 8, 2-3. 
 
268 Another excellent, and earlier, example of late imperial treatises on seals employing a language of taste 
directed at other elites is the Ming dynasty treatise Yin mu by Yang Shixiu. See Han Tianheng, Lidai yinxue 
lunwen xuan, vol. 1, 101-112. This treatise was organized around different words that constituted a 
language of connoisseurship, including “elegance,” “antiquity,” and “strangeness” (compare Craig Clunas, 
Superfluous Things, chap. 3). Under the category of elegance, the author discussed those attributes of seals 
that keep them from being vulgar, comparing, for instance, the elegance of jade or Qingtian stone seals to 
ivory seals, which were only fit for “letting Min people [of Fujian] carve the shapes of birds and insects, 
man and beasts, so that women and children can play with them” (103). 
 
269 Although seal treatises of the imperial era were not how-to manuals, painting manuals were highly 
popular publications in the late Ming. The rise of the painting manual in the late Ming has been taken as 
evidence of the competitive social atmosphere of the day, the blurring of boundaries between literati and 
other social classes, and the commodification of knowledge once restricted to elites. Elite painters of the 
era responded to this commodification of knowledge by pursuing eccentric new styles in their own 
creations. See, for instance, Richard Vinograd, “Private Art and Public Knowledge,” and J.P. Park, Art by 
the Book: Painting Manuals and the Leisure Life in Late Ming China (Seattle, University of Washington 
Press, 2012). Along with the pursuit of eclecticism and originality in literati painting of that era, the initial 
rise of seal carving as an elite activity should be seen as a response to this commodification of knowledge. 
On painting manuals in the Republican-era (that focuses on their presentation of “gentlewoman painting,” 
see Lisa Claypool, “Painting Manuals and Gendered Modernity in Republican-Era Shanghai,” in 
Visualizing Beauty: Gender and Ideology in Modern East Asia, ed. Aida Yuen Wong (Hong Kong: Hong 





relationships, family learning, and access to epigraphic models.270 They were explicitly 
directed at the uninitiated and while they made distinctions between ‘seal artists’ and 
‘seal craftsmen,’ their target audience was neither other capable seal artists, nor 
craftsmen, but “beginners.” In other words, these manuals were directed at amateurs with 
an interest in the art of seals but with potentially no background knowledge in matters of 
textual scholarship or carving.  
 
Artists and Craftsmen 
 While the main debate surrounding painting from the 1920s and 1930s had to do 
with the relative merits of realism and expressiveness, this debate was irrelevant to seal 
carving. Seal carvers were more concerned with differentiating artistic or scholarly seal 
art from the carving of seals as a craft. In the Republican period, handiwork was accorded 
a higher status than in the past due to its economic value and “literati” seal carvers were, 
for the most part, no longer amateurs, but professional artists and art educators. 
Nevertheless, the difference between the “seal carver” and the “seal craftsman” remained 
important to the self-perception of seal carving artists and one that was often explicitly 
remarked upon in Republican era manuals.  
 In manuals, the craftsman was generally described as lacking the calligraphic skill 
and / or knowledge of ancient script necessary for the writing of an aesthetically pleasing 
and epigraphically accurate composition to be carved onto a seal surface. In his 
Mastering Bamboo Carving and Seal Carving Without a Teacher, Zhang Zhiyu wrote 
                                                        
270 Seal albums that collected together seal imprints could be used as copy books and the names of such 
albums – yinpu 印譜 – even echoed the word applied to a genre of publication about painting – huapu 畫譜 
– that included clearly instructional guides. Yet seal albums, while providing models that could be copied, 
did not provide basic instruction in how an imprint could be copied. This is where the later albums differed, 




that the “literati” (wenren文人) maker of seals had the ability, shared with calligraphers, 
to make a composition of many characters come together as a whole, as if forming “a 
single breath” (yiqi 一氣). The craftsman, in comparison, would draw a grid on the 
surface of the seal and input individual characters “like a machine.” They “only know the 
[superficial] appearance of characters (ziyang 字樣), and do not know of their spirit 
resonance (qiyun 氣韻).” As with other authors, Zhang Zhiyu used different 
nomenclature when referring to seal carvers and seal craftsman. The “literati” make seals 
(zhiyin 治印), a term that is meant to refer to both the act of calligraphic composition and 
the act of carving, but the craftsman only “carves” (ke 刻).271  
 The difference between the seal carver and the craftsman as a factor of 
calligraphic ability was also highlighted in one of the most popular seal carving manuals 
published during the Republican period. This was Kong Yunbai’s Seal Carving Basics 
[Zhuanke rumen 篆刻入門], published by the Commercial Press in 1936.272 Chapter 3 of 
the 8-chapter manual focused on the topic of “Composing Seals.” It began,  
To compose a seal (zhuanyin 篆印), one must first practice seal script calligraphy 
(zhuan 篆), and seek out the principles of the brush (bifa 筆法) of the seal script 
characters (zhuanti 篆體). Obtaining the principles of the brush is primary and is 
followed by obtaining the principles of the characters (zifa 字法) and the 
principles of the arrangement of characters [zhangfa 章法]…The difference 
between the seal carver (yinren 印人) and the craftsman (gongjiang 工匠) lies in 
the difference in the seal script characters. Seal carvers write (xie 寫) and 
                                                        
271 In addition to zhiyin, terminology associated with seal carving as an art included zhuanke, to compose 
and carve, and jinshi, metal-and-stone inscription. Seal artists were called yinren (literally seal person), 
zhuanke jia, zhiyin jia, or jinshi jia. Seal craftsman were called yingong or keyin jia.  
 
272 The title could more literally be translated as Entering the Gate of Seal Composition and Carving. The 
phrase entering the gate (rumen) evoked learning how to do something by becoming the disciple of a 
master (whose gate you then enter). The idea that reading a how-to manual constituted becoming a disciple 
is an interesting displacement of the teacher-student relationship by which literati seal carving had 




craftsmen trace (miao 描). One who traces without practicing seal script can only 
achieve the [superficial] appearance (xingsi 形似) of seal script…273 
 
Kong Yunbai went on to quote an individual named Zhao Fanfu as saying, 
“contemporaries cannot write seal script characters, how can they make good seals?” 
Because seal script, the archaic form of writing most often used for seal carving, had 
been obsolete for nearly two thousand years, not even those educated individuals who 
began their education in writing at a very young age could write seal script calligraphy in 
the effortless manner taken by a person jotting down a note or writing a letter. This is 
why, ironically, the seals made in the Qin and Han dynasties by craftsman were 
considered to be of higher artistic value than those made in the contemporary period by 
all but the best artists. The naturalness of making inscriptions using the writing style of 
everyday life achieved by Qin and Han makers of seals had to be actively cultivated by 
contemporaries through intensive study of models and repetitive acts of writing. Kong’s 
discussion of the calligraphic composition of seals was thus full of references to ancient 
precedents. The creative process, for Kong, demanded absorbing models of ancient 
writing to the point that writing in seal script, and modulating seal script in a creative way, 
became second nature.  
 Bao Kai’s The Art of Making Seals [Zhiyin shu 治印術] likewise emphasized the 
importance of mastering seal script calligraphy as a prerequisite for artistic seal carving. 
Bao Kai defined as “craftsmen” (jiangren 匠人) those who “carve seals (keyin 刻印) but 
do not know seal script,” adding that it is impossible to be good at seal carving without 
excelling at seal script calligraphy. For that reason, “of all famous seal carvers throughout 
history, there are none who are not good calligraphers, so making seals is called the 





leisure activity of the literati. The difference between a scholarly air (shujuanqi 書卷氣) 
and an artisanal air (jiangqi 匠氣) lies in this.”274 Bao Kai further differentiated the seal 
carver and seal craftsman on the basis of carving accessories. He noted that the seal 
carver’s knife is called a “calligraphy knife” or “iron brush” and is not as sharp as the 
“knife used by craftsmen to carve wood.”275 He also wrote that the “seal vice,” a device 
that held the seal stone steady while carving, freeing up one’s hand, was especially 
favored by the craftsman.276 Throughout his manual Bao Kai repeatedly referenced such 
differences between seal artists and seal craftsman. Yet he clearly did not have a bias 
against physical acts of making, nor did he see the use of the carving knife as being of 
secondary importance. He very much stressed the importance of knowing your materials 
and hands on practice. He confidently presented the art of the seal as something different 
from a craft but dependent on the types of bodily knowledge only cultivated through 
repetitive acts of making.277  
 For some people though, the actual carving of seals with the knife was so 
insignificant compared to the proper calligraphic execution of the archaic script as to be 
virtually irrelevant to the making of a seal. This was the opinion of Ma Heng, a scholar of 
artifacts, director of the Palace Museum, and second director of the Xiling Seal Society, 
to be examined more closely in chapter six. Ma Heng did not author a seal carving 
manual but published an article on the history and making of seals. In it he argued that 
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275 51, 52.  
 
276 53.  
 
277 On bodily or tacit knowledge, see for instance, Pamela Smith, The Body of the Artisan: Art and 
Experience in the Scientific Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), especially chap. 3 




the archaic script was the very thing that made a seal a seal. He wrote distastefully of seal 
carvers who did not have a deep knowledge of ancient writing and described the carving 
of seals with the knife as a trivial matter involving only “an iron brush (the carving knife) 
and a few seal stones.”278 He further argued that if one person rendered the calligraphic 
composition to be carved into a seal and another person carved it, the calligrapher should 
be counted as the maker of the seal. Ma Heng thus relegated the actual act of carving to a 
complete afterthought to the true moment of authorship: the writing of the characters.279 
The authors of the seal carving manuals did not share this total disregard for the act of 
carving, even if they emphasized the importance of good seal script.  
 
Masters and Beginners 
 In many seal carving manuals of the Republican period, the difference between 
seal artist and seal craftsman was overshadowed by the difference between master and 
novice. As how-to guides, the authors explicitly addressed the novice carver and 
communicated the fundamentals that would allow them to compose and carve seals. In 
this, the manuals differed from imperial era treatises making up the literature of seal 
studies, or yinxue.  
 In Seal Carving Fundamentals, Kong Yunbai discussed the history of seals, their 
different types, and the different forms of ancient writing appropriate for seal 
compositions in a rudimentary way. He presented all of this as the foundational 
knowledge for the beginner carver. In the introduction to his manual he wrote, “Making 
seals appears simple, [involving only] one knife and one stone and nothing else. But if 
                                                        
278 Ma Heng, “Tan keyin,” 482. 
 




one does not first understand the system (zhidu 制度) of ancient seals and the evolution 
of seal script characters, and through this abide by the rules, if one does not pursue the 
extensive study of the art of calligraphy and the orthodox [use of] the knife, how can one 
be proficient?”280 While this statement made the components of seal artistry appear 
inaccessible to the uninitiated, it is presented as preface to a comprehensive overview of 
the basics of all those different dimensions of what seal carving entailed. The composing 
and carving of seals is thus presented as something difficult to master but easy to take up 
as a beginner, as a single book could present the fundamentals.  
 The first two chapters of Seal Carving Fundamentals discussed those aspects of 
making seals that would have been most inaccessible to the non-elite person in the 
imperial period: seal typology and seal scripts. In the imperial era, one would have 
needed the resources – be they financial or social – to see enough seals, seal albums, and 
other epigraphic sources to be able to differentiate all the different types of seals and all 
the different scripts they could feature. Kong’s manual systematically condensed this 
knowledge and, in a manner unprecedented in imperial treatises, illustrated it. In the first 
chapter on “Recognizing Seals,” the manual organized the discussion into thirty-four 
headings and subheadings. It covered all types of seals from the pre-imperial period to 
the Sui and Tang dynasty and after. Seals of the Han, Wei, and Six Dynasties period 
received the most comprehensive discussion, with fourteen different types of private seals 
outlined. Chapter 2 on seal scripts discussed, in turn, nine different script styles, ranging 
                                                        





from the ancient scripts in use before the imperial period, to the “nine folds” script used 
for later imperial official seals.281  
 While presenting such a bewildering array of information, Kong Yunbai also 
emphasized that, for the beginner, the key starting point was the copying of seals of the 
Han dynasty.282 A chart presenting the different resources available for different 
epigraphic models suggested a number of character-dictionaries that could aid a carver in 
composing seal script in the style of Han seals.283 But even without any additional 
resources, Seal Carving Fundamentals reproduced many imprints from Han dynasty seals, 
as in Figure 17, which shows the illustrations provided of Han dynasty name seals. With 
these illustrations, which could be traced onto a practice seal, and the basic instruction on 
wielding the knife provided later on, a beginner could take the first steps toward 








                                                        
281 Together, these first two chapters took up over half of the book (1-75). The other six chapters were 
organized around the following topics: 3) Composing Seals, 4) Use of the Knife, 5) Edges and Side 
Inscriptions, 6) Groups of Famous Masters, and 7) Seal Treatises, and 8) Seal Materials, Seal Knobs, and 
Tools. Appended to the 8 chapters were two further sections, one on using seals and another on making seal 
ink.  
 






























Figure 17: Han dynasty name seal imprints reproduced in 
Kong Yunbai’s how-to manual 
 




 Bao Kai’s The Art of Making Seals even more explicitly targeted the beginner and 
provided a step-by-step program that if followed would make a beginner into a master.284 
Bao Kai divided his instruction into three stages and for each stage, as outlined in Table 3, 
he described in detail what knowledge should be cultivated (xiuyang 修養), the 
preparation (yubei 預備) that needed to take place before the seal could be carved, the 
execution (shishi 實施) of the carving, and the aesthetic objectives (biaodi 標底) for the 
finished product.  
 
Table 3: Bao Kai’s learning stages, The Art of Making Seals 
 
  Cultivation     Preparation 
 
Stage 1 practice small seal script   choose simple characters 
  study albums - contemporaries  practice the composition  
        transfer to stone 
 
Stage 2 practice large seal script   same as stage one 
  study albums – Qing carvers 
 
Stage 3 practice oracle bone script   design composition 
  study albums – Qin and Han seals 
 
  Execution     Objective 
 
Stage 1 even knife method    even (pingyun平勻) 
 
  dancing and repeat knife methods  neat (zhengjie整潔) 
 
Stage 2 dashing knife method    eccentric (guijue詭譎) 
        lofty (junba峻拔) 
        irregular (jili即離) 
 
Stage 3 different knife methods mastered  natural (ziran自然) 
        carefree (rongyu容與) 
        unadorned (puzhi樸質) 






 In describing the process for the first stage, Bao Kai constantly referred to the 
needs of the beginner who might be designing and carving a seal for the first time. The 
necessary “cultivation” in this first stage included practicing small seal script, for which 
one could use the Shuowen jiezi and Kangxi Dictionary as copybooks, and the studying 
(du 讀) of seal albums of contemporaries.285  Because small seal script was “the main 
script for seals,” Bao Kai encouraged the beginner to become adept at writing it, but at 
the same time, he suggested that this was not such an overwhelming task: “practice some 
tens of characters a day and it is enough.” As for seal albums, Bao Kai differed from 
Kong Yunbai in emphasizing the practicality of starting with recent albums as models, as 
compared to using Han seals as models. Bao Kai wrote that ancient seal albums were 
“excessively lofty” (guoyu gaoshen 過於高深) for the purposes of a beginner. He 
encouraged the study of seal albums that would most quickly facilitate the next steps in 
learning the art of making seals: choosing an appropriate model, copying it, and 
transferring it to the surface of a stone for carving practice.286   
 The Art of Making Seals is extremely thorough in describing how the maker 
should approach the task of actually carving the seal if he or she lacks experience. Bao 
Kai suggested choosing a simple composition and carving it in intaglio. He went so far as 
to identify which character (the top left) should be carved first and which second (the top 
right). He further explained that the horizontal lines should be carved first and then the 
vertical. Different techniques of wielding the knife are discussed as suitable for different 
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types of strokes, including straight, curved, and thick.287 In discussing the use of the knife, 
especially as it pertained to beginners, Bao Kai explicitly differentiated his instruction 
from the ways knife work was described in imperial era treatises on seals. According to 
“people of the past” (qianren), he wrote, there are thirteen methods of using the knife, but 
while these methods were given names, “the people of the past did not add any 
explanation.” of how to execute the different carving methods288 Bao Kai, by contrast, 
not only pared down the number of methods, but precisely discussed when to use 
particular methods and which methods were suitable for the beginner carver.  
 By directing their instruction to “beginners,” Kong Yunbai and Bao Kai suggested 
that not having a scholarly knowledge of ancient writing did not necessarily make one a 
craftsman, for it was also an attribute of the novice.  
 
An Art in the Making 
 Imperial era treatises on seals written by elite connoisseurs and practitioners 
provided precedents for talking about the making of seals and the “principles of the 
knife,” but seal carving manuals of the Republican era provided more detailed practical 
instruction and focused more on those aspects of making a seal that a novice lacking 
knowledge of archaic text could immediately begin practicing.  
 Kong Yunbai’s Seal Carving Fundamentals devoted a seven-page section to “Use 
of the Knife” It presented the seal composition and the act of carving as being 
fundamentally interrelated. The use of the knife needed to change according to the size of 
the characters, the sparseness and denseness of the composition, and the straightness or 
                                                        






curviness of the strokes. The hand and the heart needed to be in accord. The movement of 
the knife needed to capture “the spirit of wind and clouds, thunder and lightning.” In 
short, for Kong Yunbai, the calligraphic artistry of seal carving extended beyond the 
execution of a calligraphic composition in seal script. It was also a factor of the actual 
making of the inscription through the process of cutting the stone, which involved the 
same sort of focused attention, vigor, and quietude involved in acts of writing with the 
brush.289 
 The first step in harnessing “thunder and lightning” in the carving knife was as 
simple as correctly holding the implement. Kong Yunbai’s practical instruction in carving 
method was rudimentary and precise, beginning with the observation that “beginners” 
often made the mistake of holding the knife like a brush. The correct way of holding the 
knife is at a 45-degree angle, as opposed to the calligraphic brush, which should be held 
at a 90-degree angle. The correct grip on the knife is described down to the placement of 
individual fingers and illustrations demonstrated how to hold and use the the carving 
implement [Figure 18]. Kong Yunbai stressed the importance of keeping the knife steady 
and executing each movement of the knife calmly and with intention. For the sake of 
“hygiene,” he instructed the carver to remove dust from the stone created during the 
carving process with the little finger, as the method of blowing on the stone would cause 
one to inhale the stone particles.290 The different methods of cutting the surface of the 
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290 81-82. This same concern for the proper technique of removing stone dust from the carving surface 
during the carving process is discussed at some length in Zhang Xiaoshen’s 1929 manual Zhuanke yaoyan, 





stone when making relief and intaglio seals was summarized and the section ends with 























Figure 18: How to hold and move the knife correctly, illustrated in 
Kong Yunbai’s how-to manual 
 





Bao Kai’s The Art of Making Seals was much more extensively devoted to 
practical instruction related to acts of making, including copying and composing seal 
compositions and carving them with the knife. Compared to Kong Yunbai, who included 
so much more material on the typology of seals and different types of script forms, Bao 
Kai insisted that repetitive writing of the seal composition was more important than 
knowledge about seal script. In keeping with his greater focus on the visual dynamics of 
seal compositions, he pointed out that an accurate seal in terms of correct use of archaic 
script could be unappealing to the eye and he illustrated his point with three seal 













 Figure 19: Practicing the composition 
 




In the first, the characters were carved accurately based on the etymological dictionary, 
the Shuowen jiezi, but the composition was “not pleasing to the eye” (bu meiguan 不美
觀). In the second, the use of miaozhuan 繆篆, a special form of seal script more suitable 
for the squareness of seal compositions, avoided the appearance of characters being 
mechanically inserted into the composition. But only the third composition achieved a 
proper sense of naturalness and could be used as a suitable model.291 
 Though Bao Kai distinguished the seal artist from the seal carver, he devoted a 
great deal of his discussion to preparing one’s materials, sanding the stone to ensure 
proper flatness, having the right kind of knife, and “hands-on practice” 實習.292 His 
instruction for hands-on practice is divided into sub-sections on holding the knife, 
holding the seal, moving the knife, making borders, dividing boundaries, making squares, 
and making circles. The sections on making squares and making circles completely 
removed considerations pertaining to the written word from the process of becoming 
adept at using the carving knife.293 Bao Kai instructed the beginner to first carve a single 
square in intaglio on the seal surface. Then when the novice could make a single square 
with straight lines, he or she could try two conjoined squares, multiple intersecting 
squares, squares that were slanted (or in other words, diamonds), a square carved in 
relief, and finally a more complex design of intersecting squares. In the provided 
illustration, the seal imprints showing examples of this exercise appear as miniature 
abstract graphic designs in black and white [Figure 20]. Making circles was then 
introduced as the most difficult task one should practice in learning how to make seals.  
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Figure 20: Carving squares 
 




It required visual accuracy and a steady hand to avoid the result of the circles becoming 
ovals. Bao Kai’s exercises of carving squares and circles demonstrates that he saw the 
artistry of the seal as being based partly on the conditioning of the carving hand, a  
process that was separate, in some cases, from carving or writing script.  
 A 1929 seal carving manual by an educator and carver named Zhang Xiaoshen 
went even further in detaching seal carving from knowledge of ancient script forms and 
the calligraphic execution of seal script. The book was presented as a manual for 
classroom instruction, family instruction, or self cultivation. Because it was for 
“beginner’s study” (chubuxue 初步學), it focused on methods over theory.294 According 
to the preface, the book originated from instructional materials prepared by the author 
when he started to teach a class on seal carving to meet his school’s requirement for 
offering courses in the “practical arts” (gongyi meishu). 
 Zhang’s manual focused entirely on practical instruction. Zhang only devoted a 
brief introductory chapter to an overview of seal carving. Here he acknowledged the 
function of seals in “preserving [ancient] characters.” But nowhere in his manual did he 
in any way suggest that knowledge about ancient characters was necessary for learning 
how to make seals. His practical instruction included a detailed explanation of how to 
transfer a seal composition written out in ink onto the surface of a seal. Since a seal 
functioned as a printing block, the inscription had to be a mirror image of the text that 
would appear in the imprint. Instead of writing the composition in mirror image, the most 
convenient procedure was to write or trace the composition in ink on a piece of paper and 
then transfer the ink to the stone. To do this, one held the paper over the stone and 
                                                        




dampened it with water, rubbing the paper with a finger so that the wet ink would transfer 
from paper to carving surface. With the composition on the stone surface, the seal could 
be carved.  
 Zhang not only discussed how to carve the characters, but provided numerous tips 
regarding the small things one could do to make a seal appear high in quality. For 
instance, he noted that the reason some “market professional carvers” produced seals that 
lacked an antique elegance was simply because they left the four corners intact, whereas 
the proper thing to do was to use the knife to round them out slightly so that the edges 
would not be so sharp.295 He dedicated a short section to the recessed “seal ground” of 
the printing surface – the part that would not transfer ink when printing. Zhang wrote that 
the carver should take care that these recessed areas were of an even depth. He also 
discussed the ways a maker could try to “fix” a seal after seeing its initial imprint.  
 Zhang Xiaoshen’s manual catered to beginning practitioners by providing 
examples of his own seal compositions chosen to highlight points he had made in the text 
and by providing a list of suggested resources, complete with information about their cost 
and how they could be purchased. Seal vices, character dictionaries, seal albums, knives, 
and other accessories were all featured.296 The list of resources was preceded by Zhang’s 
comment that “few seal albums on the market are perfect,” and that “the beginner had no 
ability to appraise [them].” 297 Zhang Xiaoshen assumed the reader of his manual, lacking 
sufficient knowledge of ancient writing and seal carving, would have no way of knowing 
what was a good seal album and what was a bad one. These beginner carvers could, 
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however, depend on the recommended albums in the manual and study and copy their 
imprints. The example compositions by Zhang Xiaoshen included in the manual could 
also serve as models to copy. The reader could trace their compositions in ink, transfer 
them to stone, and immediately begin practicing the art of seal carving, all without first 
cultivating knowledge of seal script. This approach to making seals would result in final 
products lacking the naturalness of those who mastered ancient scripts, epigraphic 
precedents, and calligraphic composition. But Zhang Xiaoshen conveyed the message 
that the gulf between the beginner and master need not deter to those who wished to take 
up the carving knife.   
 
The Transformation of Amateurism  
 As cited in Bao Kai’s The Art of Making Seals, the late imperial ideal of seal 
carving held that the pastime was “the leisure activity of the literati.” Seal carving as a 
creative act was supposed to be the amateur pursuit of a scholar. Because writing and 
knowledge about antiquity were both central to late imperial scholarship, there was an 
expectation that the ability to recognize archaic script and execute sophisticated 
calligraphy would come naturally to anyone with a scholarly background. Applying these 
skills to carving seals was a way of demonstrating the more primary skills of recognizing 
characters, including archaic characters, and writing them.  
 In the early twentieth century, as seal carving emerged as a fine art, many of the 
seal carvers recognized as masters of the art were professionals who carved seals for 
money. They made money by publishing their seal albums, but even more crucially, by 




was thus no longer a scholar who designed and carved seals in his leisure. Now the 
amateur seal carver was a hobbyist who dabbled in seal carving without having any 
scholarly knowledge of ancient inscriptions.  
 As seal carving became more accessible, both as a product for consumption and 
as a practice for hobbyists, it never fully lost its connotations of scholarly rigor. Seal 
carving became even more closely associated with the scholarly field of metal-and-stone 
inscription study, or jinshi, over the course of the early twentieth century. Yet even those 
practitioners who claimed knowledge of ancient written characters and their calligraphic 
composition as a key component of their expertise did not make mastery of this 
knowledge a prerequisite for engaging in seal carving as a beginner. For this, all that was 


















Connoisseurship and Aesthetic Education in Republican China’s State Sponsored 





 As seal carving was recognized as a fine art, it came into the purview of 
ideological attempts to mobilize “politically useful beauty” for the aesthetic education of 
a national citizenry.298 In 1929 and 1937, seals were incorporated into state-sponsored 
exhibitions of Chinese art. The first exhibition, held in Shanghai, provided an occasion 
for the Nationalist Party, which had only recently attained power, to demonstrate its 
support for the arts and stewardship of national culture. The second exhibition, held in 
Nanjing, was heralded as an opportunity to lift the spirits of the people at a time of 
national crisis, with World War II on the horizon. In the exhibitions, seals and seal 
albums took their place alongside painting, calligraphy, photography, and other genres of 
fine arts. Seals were only a small part of the exhibitions, with entries greatly outnumbered 
by painting, but their inclusion nevertheless raises questions about the role of the state in 
transforming the material culture of the imperial era elite into a part of national culture. 
Seals were included in the exhibitions not because they were, in fact, politically useful, 
but because they had already emerged within public arenas. 
 The state’s ability to mobilize the seal for the political project of aesthetic 
education was complicated by preexisting notions of the seal’s significance. Seal carving 
evoked a more exclusive mode of engaging objects – a culture of connoisseurship with 
roots in the imperial period. Compared to this culture of connoisseurship, public 
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exhibitions were upheld as more inclusive of the “masses.” But by broadcasting the art to 
the people, the exhibitions were also disciplinary in nature. The exhibition’s 
popularization of art was coupled with the professionalization of art criticism and 
production. In an age of tutelary politics, when the Nationalist Party governed in the 
name of a citizenry deemed unready for self-governance, the exhibition similarly enacted 
divisions between knowledgeable professionals and a malleable general audience. 
Exhibition culture in Republican China provides a site for the exploration of the ways in 
which old elitist hierarchies were haltingly challenged while new ones were 
simultaneously erected. In this context, seal carving and connoisseurship practices, which 
had already been transformed by print reproduction and consumer culture, provided a 
latent critique of the narrative of aesthetic education, which tended to present the 
recipient of aesthetic education – the national subject – in a passive role.  
 
Aesthetic Education and Exhibition Culture 
 It is well known that a celebration of science was a touchstone of the New Culture 
Movement. A contemporaneous concern with beauty and the fine arts as a moral force 
has received less scholarly attention. But for intellectuals like the educator Cai Yuanpei, 
science and aesthetics were equally important to the education of the Chinese people and 
the strength of the nation-state. Influenced in part by German philosophy, Cai Yuanpei 
was a major advocate of aesthetic education, a social project that sought to cultivate 
moral citizens through systematic exposure to beauty. In 1917, the preeminent journal of 
the New Culture Movement New Youth, published Cai’s influential manifesto on the 




argued that both science and aesthetics have distinct roles to play in replacing the social 
function of religion. Science replaces religion’s function in explaining the world, but it 
cannot replace religion’s appeal to emotions. Art and beauty, by contrast, are 
fundamentally defined, according to Cai, by their ability to arouse people’s passions. 
Science is rational, art emotional. 299  
 As an education reformer and advocate of national revival, Cai Yuanpei identified 
beauty’s emotional appeal as crucial to the social project of educating the masses. In a 
1922 article, he expanded on his earlier manifesto in an article that outlined the 
implementation of aesthetic education as an intensive project that would introduce beauty 
into society and impact people at all stages of life.300 Pregnant women would reside at a 
public “fetus nursery,” which would expose them and their unborn children to an 
environment suffused with art and music. Formal schooling would include instruction in 
the arts and take place in an aesthetically stimulating setting. Museums, exhibitions, 
concerts, and public parks would bring beauty to the larger public and even death would 
be aestheticized through a beautification of burial sites. Cai felt that education, and thus 
the state, needed to concern itself with people’s daily sensory experiences and emotions.    
 For most of the 1910s and 20s, however, there was no strong, central state that 
could have carried out anything close to such a comprehensive project of social 
engineering. Cai Yuanpei had to settle for such modest achievements as organizing a fine 
arts study group at Beijing University. Until the Nanjing Decade, there was little state 
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support for artistic institutions and no national art museum or state sponsored art 
exhibitions. The Beijing-based Beiyang government, the closest thing there was to a 
central government in the early 1920s, did take some steps toward sponsoring the public 
display of the Qing imperial collection in the 1920s after appropriating the “treasures and 
historical relics” as “state property.”301 But the creation of the Palace Museum was 
motivated by the importance of the imperial collection to political legitimation. Early 
Republican era governments were far less concerned with holding exhibitions of 
contemporary art.  
 Efforts at reaching a wider public through state-sponsored exhibitions proceeded 
quite slowly, despite calls for exhibitions by intellectuals like Lu Xun and the Shanghai-
based art educationist Liu Haisu.302 Liu Haisu, the founder of a major private art school 
in Shanghai, tirelessly promoted arts education and public exhibitions, arguing that “art is 
life” and “art education is in fact the foundation of general education/cultivation (yiban 
jiaohua).”303 Liu built on, and in a way romanticized, Cai Yuanpei’s call for aesthetics to 
replace religion. Indeed, Liu promoted art as something like a civic religion, a civilizing 
force that would provide people with comfort and meaning when faced with the stresses, 
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materialism, and corrupting influences of modern life.304 In other words, Liu Haisu 
emphasized the immaterial, spiritual aspects of “pure art” over the status of art objects as 
material things, commodities, or tools with a purpose. This was despite the fact that the 
art school he founded and other private art schools in Shanghai attracted students who 
sought work as professional artists.305 In the absence of significant government support 
for the arts, urban culture, commerce, and print reproduction took the lead role in giving 
more people access to objects of aesthetic value.  
  In the absence of state support, cities like Shanghai supported a vibrant exhibition 
culture, largely oriented toward the commercial market. The best-known artists would 
hold solo-exhibits advertised in the periodical press and professional associations 
exhibited art objects in order to attract consumers. Liu Haisu was actively involved in one 
such arts association, the Tianmahui, or Celestial Horse Society, which held nine 
exhibitions between 1919 and 1927, purportedly inspired by the models of the French 
salon and Japanese imperial exhibitions. 306 Other displays of creative works did not 
present themselves as exhibitions of “fine art,” but as showcases of “metal and stone 
inscriptions, calligraphy, and painting” (jinshi shuhua), preferring the more specific and 
indigenous term to the neologism.307 Unlike the Tianmahui, which looked to French 
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salons and Japanese exhibitions for inspiration, organizations that sponsored exhibitions 
of jinshi shuhua took the imperial era yaji, or elegant gatherings, as inspiration. Despite 
their differences, however, both salon-inspired exhibitions of fine arts and literati-
inspired showcases of jinshi shuhua provided opportunities for the buying and selling of 
art objects.308 
 The initial lack of state sponsorship of exhibitions and museums meant that China 
was slow to develop what Tony Bennett has called an “exhibitionary complex”: “a set of 
cultural technologies concerned to organize a voluntarily self-regulating citizenry.”309 
Proponents of aesthetic education certainly believed that the arts should play a role in 
molding the citizenry and that the state should use art and exhibitions to promote patriotic 
feeling and national culture. But small-scale urban exhibitions did not uniformly present 
art as political or highlight its educational value or status as Chinese heritage. Some 
exhibitions catered more toward the urban denizen’s embrace of novel sensorial 
stimulation. The exhibition could be a raucous affair, embedded in Shanghai’s unruly 
culture of “urban festivity.”310 One four-day event held in 1912 by a charitable institution 
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that provided vocational training for the poor was previewed in the Shanghai newspaper 
Shenbao in an article that evoked a feast for the senses. The main event was an exhibition 
of “artwork of various schools and jinshi shuhua of antiquarian collectors, divided into 
the categories of for sale and not for sale.” But in addition to this, promised attractions 
included: “various kinds of chrysanthemums [on display], shadow plays, magic tricks, 
Suzhou Opera, fireworks, Chinese and Western liquor and delicacies, Western music, 
musclemen, martial artists, an all-ladies music concert, a new drama composed and 
performed by female students, and Qin-music performed by Shi Fengzhu, Ding Wenzhu 
and other ladies, making this event a rare opportunity.”311 The First National Fine Arts 
Exhibition of 1929 would combine this festive atmosphere of small-scale urban 
exhibitions with connoisseurship culture and the pedagogical impulse behind the 
ideology of aesthetic education. 
 
The 1929 Exhibition: Public Seeing and the Persistence of Connoisseurship  
 State-sponsorship for a fine arts exhibition had to wait for the rise of the 
Nationalist Party (Guomindang) as the central authority governing China. Following the 
Northern Expedition, the Nationalist Party achieved an uneasy unification of a country 
that disintegrated into warlord enclaves shortly after the Republican Revolution of 1911. 
From its new capital of Nanjing, the Nationalist state sought to consolidate its rule and 
build national infrastructure and national culture. Led by Chiang Kai-shek, the 
Guomindang legitimized its single-party rule with Sun Yatsen’s concept of a tutelary 
                                                        





stage between military consolidation and genuine republicanism.312 Despite the 
persistence of warlordism, imperialism, and authoritarian government, many participants 
in the earlier New Culture Movement embraced the Nationalist Party’s rise to power. For 
Liu Haisu and Cai Yuanpei, it was an opportunity to finally pursue the project of 
aesthetic education with state backing.  
 On May 11, 1928, the Shanghai Shenbao published Liu Haisu's "Petition to hold a 
National Exhibition of Fine Arts.” Four days later, Liu formally presented his petition at a 
national forum on education held in the capital, Nanjing. At the time, Cai Yuanpei was 
serving as chancellor of the Daxueyuan (university council), a precursor to the Ministry 
of Education. With Cai in this leadership role, the state had promulgated a three-pronged 
education agenda: 1) carry out scientific research and popularize the scientific method, 2) 
cultivate the habit of labor, and 3) encourage an enthusiasm for the arts.313 In the 
University Council’s journal, Cai Yuanpei explained the necessity of arts education by 
emphasizing the role of art in arousing the passions of the people, a position consistent 
with his long-held vision for aesthetic education: 
One may know that murder is a crime and evil, and yet in the heat of the moment 
be unable to forbear; one may know the principles behind aviation, and yet lack 
the courage to hazard flight. Why? When passions are aroused, no principles or 
knowledge can regulate them; when passions stagnate, no principles or 
knowledge can invigorate them. What can regulate them? What can invigorate 
them? The arts…If one wants to cultivate dignity of person, courage, and an 
ideology of self-sacrifice for the good of the group, there can be no success 
without the arts.314    
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Cai imbued the arts with enormous power, while presenting the subject of aesthetic 
education – the national citizen – in the passive position of being acted upon, civilized, 
and disciplined by the arts. In the same text, Cai mentioned “the fine arts exhibition to be 
held next year,” as one of the mechanisms of this discipline, along with a music academy, 
art schools, and art museums. In March of 1928, a National Art Academy, the first art 
institution with government sponsorship, was established in Hangzhou.315 The National 
Art Academy and National Fine Arts Exhibition represented two essential components of 
the project of aesthetic education: professionalization and popularization. The Art 
Academy would train artists and critics while the exhibition would bring the products of 
their efforts to the people. This dual promotion of professionalization and popularization 
was a stark departure from the “amateur ideal” of aesthetic production in the imperial 
period, which posited that creative works of true value were both produced and consumed 
by the literati elite as part of their leisure activities.   
 Under the auspices of the Ministry of Education, the first National Fine Arts 
Exhibition took place in Shanghai from April 10 – April 30, 1929 in buildings owned by 
a charitable institution, the New Pu Yu Benevolent Association. South of what had once 
been the walled city of Shanghai, this complex of three story brick buildings had played 
host to the Ministry of Industry and Commerce’s Chinese National Products Exhibition 
only months before.316 The National Products Exhibition had celebrated native industrial 
manufactures and patriotic consumption. The National Fine Arts Exhibition celebrated 
native manufactures of a different sort: calligraphy and painting, inscriptions (including 
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seals), western painting, sculpture, practical arts, and photography.317 The art exhibition 
also had a cosmopolitan dimension, featuring photography from westerners living in 
Shanghai and eighty-two contemporary Japanese oil paintings, presented as “reference 
works.”318  
 Around a thousand people attended the opening ceremony on April 10 and heard 
speeches by the Shanghai mayor and the chair of the exhibition, Ministry of Education 
representative Ma Xulun. Both speeches, as recorded by the daily newspaper Shenbao, 
emphasized the universality of art and beauty and the important relationship between 
aesthetics, education, and emotion. In his speech, Ma Xulun commented that even 
“peoples thought to be uncivilized” have been shown to have an innate “love of beauty.” 
Speaking in semi-colonial Shanghai at a time when discourses of Chinese deficiency 
were common, Ma’s evocation of “peoples thought to be uncivilized” potentially 
encompassed his own audience. But by focusing on inherent commonalities between 
peoples, Ma suggested that discrepancies in levels of civilization were not fundamental or 
racial in nature. They could be overcome through education.319  
If a love for art was proclaimed universal, many who commented on the 
exhibition noted that access to art was not. In Fine Arts Exhibition, a lithographed 
broadsheet published every three days during the run of the exhibition, many writers 
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praised the exhibition as a step toward freeing art from the confines of private collections 
and making it visible to the public. In the first issue, Xu Zhimo compared China 
unfavorably to what he characterized as the culturally advanced European nations, the 
materialistic United States, and the communist Soviet Union, all of which he commended 
for providing many opportunities for public art viewing.320 Xu saw China as a place 
where a historical monopoly on art by the privileged classes had persisted to the present. 
He wrote, “are not the gates of those few collectors either made of steel or watched over 
by armed Indian guards?  Other than a few powerful and rich people and some foreigners, 
who would think to get a look?” For Xu Zhimo, the art exhibition, which he called “the 
first formal expression of the government’s support for the arts,” was a step toward 
rectifying this situation.321 Of course, Xu Zhimo’s article ignored the role of “those few 
collectors” in making public their own collections, nor did it acknowledge the increased 
access to artistic products and their reproductions fostered by commercial culture and 
small scale urban exhibitions.  
Despite Xu Zhimo’s optimistic assessment, the First National Fine Arts 
Exhibition was rather limited in its ability to create a truly mass, democratic venue for art 
appreciation. The exhibition was “mass” in the sense that it promoted an ideology of 
mass access to art but was not inclusive of anything like a representative Chinese public. 
The audience of the arts exhibition was likely composed primarily of Shanghai elites and 
members of the middle classes, the salaried “petty urbanites” who had expendable 
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income for entertainment (the entrance fee was two jiao).322 Recalling the event some 
years later, one observer compared the experience of visiting the art exhibition to that of 
going to Shanghai’s Great World entertainment complex, a popular destination for petty 
urbanite pleasures.323 Moreover, in comparing the atmosphere of the exhibition to the 
Great World, the author, Hu Genren, is pointedly disparaging the behavior of the crowd, 
which he characterized as eager for excitement but ignorant of art. While the exhibition 
was open to all who could afford the price of admission, the public was not safe from the 
snobbery of those who felt authorized to comment on the exhibition and its audience.  
The exhibition sought to break down the old hierarchies that made art available 
only to elite collectors, it also built up new hierarchies based not on access, but on 
knowledge. In fact, this was not entirely new; Craig Clunas and other scholars of the late 
Ming consumer society have shown how knowledge about tasteful consumption became 
increasingly important as the accessibility of luxury goods extended beyond the literati 
elite to merchants.324 What had changed, in the Republican period, was the way in which 
the new hierarchies took the form of a dichotomy between the professional and the 
general public. Yet this new framework of the professionalization of art practice and the 
popularization of art as an emotional experience did not completely displace earlier 
cultures of connoisseurship and exhibition.  
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 Held in Shanghai, the state-sponsored event took on many characteristics of the 
smaller-scale exhibitions regularly convened in that city over the past few decades. 
Although the exhibition was open to the public, most of the displayed items were not 
public in the sense of being state owned property, as was the former imperial collection, 
appropriated by the Republic of China. The exhibited items by contemporary artists were 
the property of those artists and were mostly for sale, with the exhibition catalogue listing 
the prices. Other items that were not for sale were on loan from artists and private 
collectors and the names of the collectors were included in the exhibition catalogue. 
Collectors who contributed to the event accrued to themselves public recognition and 
cultural capital. Against Xu Zhimo’s image of art hidden away in gated and guarded 
compounds, twentieth century collectors were eager to publicize their collections in this 
manner, and were submitting items for reproduction in pictorials and journals long before 
the state sponsored public exhibitions.325  
 Publications associated with the exhibition also took cues from earlier cultures of 
collecting and connoisseurship. The lithographed broadsheet, Fine Arts Exhibition, 
borrowed a familiar technique of distinction from imperial China’s print culture by 
having each edition include its title written in the unique calligraphy of a well-known 
individual. For instance, the fourth edition presented the title written in the calligraphic 
hand of Cai Yuanpei, with his name signed next to the title and his personal seal beneath 
his name [Figure 21].326  
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In addition to Fine Arts Exhibition, the organizers also came out with a commemorative 
publication in November 1929. The string-bound, two-volume publication had thick 
paper, high quality photographic reproductions, and prefaces in calligraphic facsimile by 
well-known individuals, including, once again, Cai Yuanpei. At twenty-two yuan, it was 
a high-priced collector’s item.327 The publication serves as another reminder that the 
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Figure 21: Meizhan exhibition broadsheet with Cai Yuanpei calligraphy and seal 
 




national exhibition was still shaped by and catered to the networks of Shanghai art 
enthusiasts that had first innovated such practices as circulating high quality artistic 
reproductions in print culture.  
 One of the most popular features of the national exhibition also endorsed 
connoisseurship culture and the private ownership of art. The “reference division,” 
showcased contemporary works on loan from Japanese artists and also a rotating bounty 
of imperial era painting from private collections, including that of Huang Binhong. One 
account of two days spent at the exhibition, published in the Shenbao, called this section 
“the entire exhibition’s focal point of visual attention.”328 Two days later, the Shenbao 
ran an article by Yu Jianhua entirely devoted to discussing the participating collectors 
and the important paintings they contributed.329 The term “reference division,” and the 
extra admission fee, suggests that this section was intended to attract a more informed 
visitor, whose interaction with the paintings would go beyond a passing look.  
 The “reference division” was thus at odds with the idea of the public art 
exhibition as an occasion for a more detached mode of seeing, different from an intimate 
engagement with material culture. For champions of exhibitions, the popularization of art 
was about increasing accessibility, and increasing accessibility demanded a new mode of 
visuality. “The exhibition,” as argued by Lisa Claypool, “carried the impetus for a new 
kind of public ‘seeing,’ offering an alternative to the long educative labor required of the 
elite to learn about the material world.”330 Public seeing decreased the intimacy between 
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329 “Quanguo meizhan zhong zhi ming ji,” Shenbao 4/17/1929.  
 
330 Lisa Claypool, “Ways of Seeing the Nation.” Claypool is not referring to this exhibition in particular, 




individuals and objects in order to make objects available for viewing by many people at 
the same time. The connoisseur’s approach to art is one of intense, multi-sensorial 
engagement and, in some cases, creative manipulation. At the idealized elegant gathering, 
painting and artifacts are fondled, marked with calligraphic colophons and seals, and 
even copied. The knowledge reaped from this process legitimized the authority of the 
elite viewer. The exhibition public, by contrast, needed some other form of legitimation, 
since the public viewing of art did not allow for a similar cultivation of embodied 
knowledge. This legitimation came from the status of visitors as citizens, who had a 
“right to view art,” and from aesthetic education’s privileging of emotion over knowledge 
as the foundation of artistic enjoyment.331 If the purpose of art was to fulfill emotional 
needs by exposing people to beauty, then no knowledge was necessary for people to reap 
the benefits of art.  
 
Categorizing Beauty 
 By encouraging visitors to “reference” works of art, but also to view them as a 
mass public, the exhibition embraced competing modes of visuality and material 
engagement. The things displayed in the exhibition also encouraged different ways of 
looking and provoked different emotional and intellectual responses.  
 The organization of the 1929 exhibition does not simply suggest a politically 
calculated canonization of certain types of art. Artists and art professionals made up the 
organizing committee of the exhibition and curated the items displayed. The Nationalist 
                                                                                                                                                                     
relationship between exhibition culture and art reproduction in encouraging new ways of engaging the 
visual.  
 
331 Wu Qiyao, "Baogao: canguan quango meishu zhanlanhui baogaoshu," Fujian jiaoyu zhoukan. Note that 




Party, as the central political authority of the nation, was not authorizing a field of 
Chinese fine arts, suitable to public education, from scratch. The role of the Party in 
promoting fine arts through the exhibition recalls John Fitzgerald’s argument that the 
“‘partification’ of culture, society, and government would have been all bus impossible 
were it not for the cooperation of the artists and intellectuals, the social institutions and 
the government scribes who went along with it all.”332 Fitzgerald was interested in the 
way the “icons and rituals of the nation” promoted by party politics had origins in “a long 
period of gestation in nationalist thought.”333 Taking the case of the Fine Arts Exhibition 
as evidence, it can be added that the Nationalist Party, in throwing its authority behind 
the fine arts as a politically useful realm of culture, ultimately gave its support to not only 
those things that had long been gestating in national thought, but also many other things 
that had been rather unevenly incorporated into nationalist thought, much less 
institutional projects of nation building. The organization of the exhibition reflects an 
attempt to embrace different constituencies of the contemporary art world under the 
umbrella of the national culture. A national culture was being cobbled together, not 
invented.  
 The exhibition took up three multi-story buildings in the New Pu Yu Benevolent 
Hall complex. Visitors were free to move about the exhibition in any manner they 
pleased. Commercial stalls lined the first floors of both the east and the west buildings. 
The organizational scheme of the exhibition, as outlined in Table 4, adopted the category 
of jinshi shuhua, or inscriptions, calligraphy, and painting, and exhibited these genres 
together in the west building. The East building showcased western painting, 
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photography, the practical arts, and the reference department. Sculpture and additional 
paintings were in the central building.    
 
Table 4: Organization of displays, First National Fine Arts Exhibition (1929)334  
 
Location  Category           Items  
 
West Building  Calligraphy and Painting (shuhua 書畫)       1,231 
   Inscriptions (jinshi 金石)         75 
    
East Building  Western Painting (xihua 西畫)        354 
   Artistic Photography (meishu sheying 美術攝影)      app. 160 
   Decorative Arts (gongyi meishu 工藝美術)       app. 27 
   Reference Department (cankao bu 參考部)        
 
Central Building Sculpture (diaosu雕塑)         app. 90  
   Painting 
 
Unknown  Architecture (jianzhu 建築) 
 
 
 The category of jinshi shuhua had emerged from imperial era practices of 
collecting, connoisseurship, and literati cultural production.  Painting, calligraphy, and 
inscriptions – in the form of bronzes and stele, their rubbings, and seals – were the most 
prestigious items collected by the imperial era elite. Moreover, painting and calligraphy 
had long been linked in literati artistic theory. Like calligraphy, the painting of the elite 
was supposed to be spontaneous and expressive of the personality of the maker, as 
opposed to financially motivated or technically proficient.335 Literati seal carving, in turn, 
was linked to calligraphy in its presentation of a calligraphic composition and in the 
                                                        
334 Jiaoyu bu quanguo meishu zhannlanhui chupin mulu (Jiaoyu bu, 1929). Wu Qiyao, "Baogao: canguan 
quango meishu zhanlanhui baogaoshu," 29-30. Liu Ruikuan, Zhongguo meishu de xiandaihua, 356-377. 
 
335 Craig Clunas, Art in China, 141-42. The theoretical link between painting and calligraphy dated back to 





spontaneity made possible by the medium of soft stone.336 Grouping together jinshi 
shuhua for display on the second and third floors of the west building, functioned to 
authorize the tastes of a supposedly defunct elite. It also acknowledged the contemporary 
popularity of jinshi shuhua promoted by urban small-scale exhibitions, private 
associations, and consumer culture. At the same time, including jinshi shuhua in the same 
exhibition as other genres of art also served to relativize the value of these literati arts, as 
constituents of a broader field of Chinese fine arts, that also included things that were not 
accorded high status by the literati, or simply did not exist in China before the modern 
period, such as “western painting” and photography.  
 A consideration of the place of inscriptions, or jinshi, in the exhibition is no less 
significant because only seventy-five entries were included. Painting dominated the 
exhibition, but inscriptions were tied to ink painting and calligraphy through the category 
of jinshi shuhua. Moreover, the fact that they were included at all, and the range of items 
included, speaks to the continuity of earlier modes of collecting and material engagement 
within the exhibition. The category of “inscriptions” included a wide range of epigraphic 
artifacts and rubbings. Many of these things challenged the concept of the fine arts as 
being comprised of beautiful things that rouse the emotions. Seals, seal albums, and seal 
impressions presented in scroll format made up the majority of the “inscriptions.” Many 
of the entries were seals carved by contemporary artists, including Fu Baoshi, an 
important seal carver and painter of the Republican and early Peoples Repubic of China 
                                                        
336 It can be added that many practitioners who worked in one medium also worked in the others and that 
painting, calligraphy, and seals or other forms of inscription were often included within the space of a 
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expressions in the modern period, as in the case of collage-like “media transpositions” bringing together 
rubbings of inscribed vessels and ink painting. See, for instance, Richard Vinograd, “Modern Passages: 




periods.337 Other seals were on loan from collections, including one institutional 
collection, the National History Museum, which provided a seal used by the Taiping 
Heavenly Kingdom, along with numerous volumes of rubbings made from tomb 
inscriptions of the Northern Wei, Yuan, and Ming dynasties. Not many rubbings of 
bronze vessels were included, but a set of the Song dynasty Bogu tu, or Illustrations of 
Broad Antiquity, was on loan. The Bogu tu was an extensive catalogue of the Song 
emperor Huizong’s (r. 1101-25) collection of bronzes. Clearly, the jinshi section was 
quite eclectic compared to the rest of the exhibition. Whereas elsewhere the organizers 
took care to separate the old from the new, for instance, the jinshi section blurred this 
division.338 It included seals carved with the intent of self-expression and objects of a 
clearly historical interest. It even featured three stone carvings from Egypt. 
 What held the category together was a long-standing interest, on the part of elite 
collectors and scholars, in text-bearing objects, which served many purposes beyond that 
of aesthetic appreciation. Inscribed metal and stone objects and their ink rubbings 
appealed to imperial era collectors as antiquarian sources used to amend the historical 
record, they were sources of archaic calligraphy, and they were concrete links to the 
ancient past, when the written form was distinct from contemporary regular-style script. 
The 1929 exhibition’s grouping together of jinshi shuhua demonstrates that an exogenous 
concept of fine arts, when introduced to China, did not immediately displace earlier ways 
of categorizing material culture and instead accommodated the notion of fine arts to 
                                                        
337 On Fu Baoshi see Anita Chung, ed., Chinese Art in an Age of Revolution: Fu Baoshi (1904-1965) (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2012). 
 
338 The commemorative publication was divided into two volumes – one featuring imperial era works and 
one featuring contemporary works. Imperial era works, except for the jinshi section, were found in the 




include objects with value that exceeded their visual aesthetics.339 The inclusion of the 
calligraphic arts and the eclectic field of “inscriptions” in the exhibition also meant that 
the makers and collectors of inscriptions had a voice in the event, one that extended to the 
exhibition broadsheet as a lively forum for public opinion.  
 
Ways of Looking, Ways of Knowing 
 The exhibition broadsheet published during the 1929 event is best known for the 
exchange between the “two Xus,” a debate between Xu Beihong and Xu Zhimo about the 
merits of realism versus modernism that began with the artist Xu Beihong’s 
condemnation of modernism in “I Am Confused.” The debate, which ultimately produced 
four full-length articles and an additional postscript, spanned multiple issues of the 
broadsheet and demonstrates the character of the publication as a forum for opinion.340 
The broadsheet included reactions to aspects of the exhibition,341 social critique,342 
discussions of artistic concepts such as creativity,343 and articles on different artistic 
                                                        
339 In comparison to the situation in China, calligraphy was not included in fine arts exhibitions in pre war 
Japan and did not gain recognition as a fine art until the latter half of the twentieth century. See Aida Yuen 
Wong, “Reforming Calligraphy in Modern Japan,” in Fogel.  
 
340 On the debate see, for instance, Tang Xiaobing’s discussion in Origins of the Avant-Garde, 93-96 and 
Julie F. Andrews, “Japanese Oil Paintings,” in Fogel, 201.  
 
341 Such as Ye Gongchuo, “Ting le meizhan kaimu de ji duan yanjiang yihou” [Thoughts After Hearing a 
Number of Speeches at the Fine Arts Exhibition Opening Ceremony], Meizhan 3 (1929): 1; Chen Xiaodie, 
“Cong Meizhan ganjue dao xiandai guohua huapai” [Perceptions of the National Painting School of 
Painting Upon Viewing Items in the Fine Arts Exhibit], Meizhan 4 (1929): 1-2; Wang Qiyuan, “Quanguo 
Meizhan yu Xihu bolanhui de yishuguan” [The National Fine Arts Exhibition and the Arts Pavilion at the 
West Lake Exposition], Meizhan 5 (1929): 5-6. 
 
342 Such as Zheng Luchang, “Piping jia de zeren” [The Responsibility of the Critic], Meizhan 4 (1929): 5-6 
and Zheng Luchang, “Suowei shoucangjia zhe” [The So-Called Collector], Meizhan 8 (1929): 7-8. 
 
343 Such as Yu Jifan, “Tiancai shi shenme” [What is Genius?], Meizhan 4 (1929): 2 and Yu Jianhua, 





media within and beyond the exhibition.344 The broadsheet also featured art reproductions 
on every page, including painting, calligraphy, seal carving, photography, and sculpture.  
 While the debate between the “two Xus” is best known, many of the articles 
included presented competing points of view about the value of art and its social role. A 
three-part article by the artist Feng Zikai about the correct way of looking at painting and 
three articles by practitioners of seal carvers formed an implicit debate about how people 
should engage material culture. In his articles, Feng Zikai distilled what might be 
considered the proper way of looking as informed by the ideology of aesthetic education. 
In the articles on seal carving, the authors rejected the notion that seals could be engaged 
as visual stimulants of a purely emotional response.  
 Feng Zikai was a teacher, art critic, painter and cartoonist. From 1906-1910, he 
studied at First Normal College in Hangzhou, where one of his teachers was the early 
Xiling Seal Society member Li Shutong.345 Subsequently, Feng studied at the Tokyo 
School of Fine Arts and then, back in China, became active in arts education in Shanghai. 
He was one of the founding members, in 1919, of the Chinese Society for Aesthetic 
Education, which published a monthly journal titled Aesthetic Education (1919-1922). 
The journal featured numerous articles advocating a more democratic art, with one 
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345 Li Shutong was a seal carver, artist, and art and music teacher who studied abroad in Japan and was 
knowledgeable about modern currents of art theory. He eventually became a Buddhist monk, taking on the 





contributor noting that art directed at a broad public audience would be “inevitably 
didactic.”346 
 In his articles for the exhibition broadsheet, Feng Zikai embraced the didactic role 
of the exhibition, by tutoring the “typical visitor” on how to look at painting. Feng began 
his article “Useless Painting – a Report for the Typical Visitor – by characterizing the 
exhibition as an opportunity for two distinct groups, artists and the public, to cross paths. 
Speaking as an artist, Feng took it upon himself to “discuss with the typical visitor the 
method of looking at painting.” Feng’s article first offered a negative example of how not 
to look at painting. Drawing on his knack for humor, which characterized his work as a 
cartoonist, he told the story of a famous Japanese artist who set the price for one of his 
paintings at sixty yuan.  Because the painting included the image of three beans, a 
“merchant” was startled by the price, sighing “each bean is worth twenty yuan!?” The 
merchant is portrayed as a fool for taking the painting too literally, without 
acknowledging an added value beyond the thing that it represented. Feng acknowledged 
that his joke is an “exaggeration,” but reflected that many people may wonder, “what is 
the use of painting after all?” Feng’s answer, as anticipated by the title, was that “real 
painting has no use.” 347 
 According to Feng, not all pictures count as real painting. The memorial portrait 
of Sun Yatsen, advertisements plastered onto street walls, and botanical illustrations in 
textbooks are not real painting, while the paintings in the exhibition or on hand-held fans 
are real painting. Feng expanded on the case of the botanical illustration to make his 
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point. While both a botanical picture and a painting by Wu Changshuo may feature plum 
blossoms, the former is meant to “explain to students how many petals, stamens, and 
pistils are in a plum blossom” while Wu Changshuo is not “a teacher of botany.” The 
picture is useful and conveys knowledge but the painting is useless and conveys only 
emotional power. 
Beauty is a facet of emotion, not of knowledge; it is to be appreciated, not used. 
So even though the painter seeks to express the beauty discovered in human life 
and nature, this is not for the sake of teaching a type of knowledge. The person 
who looks at painting must also use emotions to enjoy its beauty, for one cannot 
use knowledge to seek out its use.348  
 
Having established the definition of real painting, Feng further explored the question of 
how to look at it in his subsequent article, “Glasses to Use When Looking at the 
Exhibition.” Here, Feng encouraged visitors to put on a pair of metaphorical glasses that 
he called “isolation glasses” before looking at a painting. These glasses (not available in 
any store because they are “manufactured by your heart”) decontextualize the object of 
vision. Any knowledge about price, medium, content, or authorship is irrelevant to the 
essence of the painting, which is best accessed through an affective, even naïve, act of 
looking.349  
 That Feng Zikai focused on painting is no surprise: painting best suited his ideas 
about beauty as something “discovered in human life and nature.” What beauty was, for 
Feng, can be usefully interrogated by re-situating the text of his “Useless Painting” within 
the printed page of the exhibition broadsheet [Figure 22]. The two paintings and the 
photograph that were reproduced on the same page as Feng’s first article of the series 
provide suitable material for the acts of looking through “isolation glasses” that Feng 
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Zikai promoted. An oil painting by “JC” depicted a foreign-looking female nude in a 
seated position. Nudes certainly provoked strong emotions in this period. Liu Haisu once 
got into a heated exchange with the warlord Sun Chuanfang over his school’s use of nude 
models, and the conservative warlord was not alone in finding nude painting subversive. 
But Liu Haisu, Cai Yuanpei and others persevered in insisting on the value of nude 
painting as an expression of human beauty. For Sun and other detractors, by contrast, 
painted nudes were subversively useful as pornographic images. The photograph on the 
















Figure 22: Feng Zikai, “Useless Painting” 
 




 The other painting included in the layout would have particularly appealed to 
Feng’s sensibilities. The western-style painting “Morning Dew,” by Yang Qingsheng is 
somewhat indistinct in its reproduction, but shows a pastoral scene with the completely 
saturated and softly blurred paints forming a house, trees, and broad field with two 
human figures in the foreground. Pastoral scenery, even more than human figures, was 
the height of beauty to Feng Zikai. He was a reluctant city-dweller with a romantic view 
of rural life. He saw the city as an ugly place and had a highly ambivalent attitude toward 
factories, mechanical reproduction, rationalization (lizhihua), and even trains.350 In 
discussing “isolation glasses,” Feng noted that it is not appropriate to wear them when 
riding a train because every action – reading the timetable, buying the ticket, preparing 
the luggage, boarding the train – is full of intention. Only when “walking amid the fields 
of a village or under the moon of a deep night,” or especially,” “entering the exhibition 
site,” is it the right time to engage in this mode of seeing.351 In other words, bourgeois 
ideals of leisure and a rejection of the modern, urban rationalization of daily life deeply 
informed Feng’s idea of what constitutes beauty in the natural world and the beauty that 
should be depicted by painting. He depicted art and beauty as something that could 
provide people respite from a harmful environment (including that of factory labor) into a 
beautiful place of color and form. Looking at a painting should provoke the same 
emotions one would feel walking in a fresh field or under the moonlight.  
 Feng Zikai’s meditation on the uselessness of painting was quite literally 
interrupted by a cluster of seals by the calligrapher and carver Ma Gongyu reproduced in 
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the broadsheet almost right in the middle of the second column of Feng’s article.352 
Although Feng reserved his comments to painting, the ten seals immediately raise 
questions about how, and if, his ideas about beauty and art can apply to a non-
representational form of cultural production, especially one that so completely disrupts 
the boundary between the aesthetic and the useful. Whereas Feng described the painter as 
one who “seeks to express the beauty discovered in human life and nature,” by 
representing it in pictorial form, the subject of the seal carver’s self-expression is not 
human life, nor nature, but text. Calligraphic text also provoked emotional responses in 
connoisseurs. But while some critics would come to see at calligraphy as a type of 
abstract art that could be appreciated for its formal characteristics alone, for most 
practitioners and collectors of inscriptions, the appeal of inscriptions and the source of 
their endearing qualities had to do with the way they resonated with other inscriptions 
and other acts of writing.353 In short, for many practitioners and connoisseurs the 
legibility of inscriptions was inescapably tied to context and knowledge.  
                                                        
352 Ma Gongyu (1893-1969) was from Wenzhou, Zhejiang province. In 1929, the year of the exhibition, he 
began teaching calligraphy at a specialized arts school in Shanghai. He was on the organizing committee of 
the exhibition and also served on the organizing committee of the fine arts department of the West Lake 
Expo, also held in 1929. See his biography in Lin Qianliang, Xiling qunxing. Lin’s essay and other 
biographical and commemorative materials are to be found in the commemorative publication Mengrong 
Gongyu shuhua zhuanjia sanbainian: Ma Mengrong Ma Gongyu tansheng yibai yishi nian jinian 
(Wenzhou: Guoji wenhua chuban gongsi, 2003).  
 
353 Feng Zikai himself promoted the idea of calligraphy and seal carving as an abstract art similar to that of 
the Russian artist Kadinsky. He promoted a conception of Chinese art as one that, like modernist western 
art, rejected naturalistic depictions of things existing in the world in favor of expressions of subjectivity. In 
1930, he published an article on “The Victory of Chinese Art in Contemporary Art” under his pseudonym 
Ying Xing in the popular journal Dongfang zazhi (27.1): 1-19. This article was a part of a two-issue special 
on “fine arts.” The first of the two issues, in which Feng’s article appeared, focused on paintings and 
discussions of cross-cultural comparison and connections. The second of the two issues focused more on 
calligraphy and inscriptions and included two important articles on seal carving by Sha Menghai and 
Huang Binhong. While Feng Zikai compared calligraphic arts to modernist abstract art as part of a larger 
argument specifically about painting in a cross-cultural context, none of the articles taking a more in depth 
approach to the calligraphic arts in the second issue take such an approach, focusing instead on the 





 Three authors who published articles about seal carving in Fine Arts Exhibition all 
emphasized the importance of prior knowledge when engaging a seal inscription, and 
their articles provide a sharp contrast to those of Feng Zikai.354 Feng took on the role of 
the artist speaking to the general public. By contrast, Zhang Tianzhou, Chen Ziqing and 
Fang Jiekan wrote in classical Chinese, immediately indicating, with their register of 
language, their difference from the aesthetic education camp. Unlike Feng, Cai, and other 
contributors, the terms “beauty” and “fine arts” never appear in their discussion. Instead, 
they treated seals as objects of scholarship and focus on placing them within a historical 
framework. In “Yin hua” (Speaking of Seals), Chen Ziqing argued that every character 
carved into a seal should connect back to some precedent in the history of seal carving 
and the evolution of Chinese characters.  
Zhou and Qin seal inscriptions hew closely to ancient large seal script. Han seal 
inscriptions hew closely to small seal script. [A seal] need not rigidly adhere to the 
Shuowen [a second century, Han dynasty dictionary that features characters in seal 
script], but nor can it be fabricated out of nothing. It is critical that each and every 
character has its particular origin and development.355   
 
Chen insisted that innovation must take place within a system of constraints established 
by the conventions of calligraphic writing and the precedents found in ancient 
inscriptions. When Chen wrote that a seal should not be “fabricated out of nothing,” he 
referred to both the internal composition of characters and to the overall composition in 
its relationship to precedents. An example of a seal that would be breaking the rules, from 
this perspective, would be one that includes different characters written in different script 
forms. A single seal should not include, for instance, both the large seal script 
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characteristic of the Qin and the small seal script characteristic of the Han. But a single 
seal including characters carved in both relief and intaglio would be acceptable, because 
precedents exist for this in ancient models.356 
 Seal carving, as described by Chen, is a practice best mastered through the 
cultivation of the knowledge of a connoisseur. Mastery depends on precisely the type of 
“long educative labor” that Claypool contrasts to the “public seeing” of the exhibition. 
This educative labor depended upon access to resources. All three articles about seals in 
the exhibition publication discussed the importance of studying models. Zhang Tianzhou 
discussed the shortcoming of the Han dynasty etymological dictionary, the Shuowen jiezi, 
in gaining a nuanced understanding of the different styles of inscription current during 
the Han dynasty. He suggested reading seal albums and studying Han stele. Fang Jiekan’s 
article focused on the role of seal albums in the development of stylistic schools of seal 
carvers in the late-imperial period. He emphasized the importance of learning from seal 
albums, and not just any albums, but the right ones. According to Fang, albums that were 
printed from woodblocks compromised the “inherent authenticity” of a seal’s “brush 
method and compositional intent.”357 Far from Feng Zikai’s naïve viewer who must 
withhold rational judgment to embrace the essence of art, the seal carver and the 
connoisseur of seals is always integrating each new creation into a foundation of 
knowledge based on earlier interactions with sources. 
                                                        
356 See, for instance, the Ming dynasty treatise “Yin Tan” (Seal Conversation), in Han Tianheng, Lidai 
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 With Zhang, Chen, and Fang, moreover, no distinctions are made between the 
maker of seals and the viewer, the art professional and the audience. Each article is 
written as if addressing another insider or a novice seal carver. Zhang Tianshou’s “Zhi 
yin” [Making Seals], in particular, is written in an instructional voice recalling the seal 
carving manuals examined in the previous chapter. Here is Zhang discussing the use of 
the carving knife:  
The techniques of the knife in seal carving are analogous to the techniques of the 
brush in calligraphy. The orthodox knife techniques are the scraping motion and 
the cutting motion…For the scraping motion, the middle of the cutting edge must 
move straight forward. For the cutting motion, the blade must come down 
cleanly…When one is a beginner, keep the third finger 無名指 close to the corner 
of the seal. To avoid the knife [slipping] too far [as you slice], exert strength from 
the elbow…358 
 
Notably, Zhang’s is the most explicitly instructional article in the entire 11-issue run of 
Fine Arts Exhibition. Promoters of aesthetic education saw the educative thrust of the 
exhibition more as a matter of moral cultivation than imparting knowledge. Feng Zikai’s 
instruction to the general audience was to dis-learn preconceptions in order to look upon 
painting with fresh eyes. To Zhang, by contrast, there is no gulf between a 
knowledgeable professional and an emotional public. He assumed that the viewer of 
inscriptions was simultaneously the producer of inscriptions.  
 The different ways of seeing or engaging with objects promoted by Feng Zikai 
and Zhang Tianshou, and the other seal carving practitioners, correspond to different 
political subjectivities. Feng Zikai’s model of affective viewing is democratic and 
humanistic. Everyone has “isolation glasses,” and can benefit from viewing art. At the 
same time, the popularization of art does not actually level the community of viewers, 
                                                        




because there remains a distinction between the art professional and the general public. 
Whereas in the imperial period access to art was more limited to an elite, in the idealized 
framework of aesthetic education, access was increased, but knowledge was still reserved 
to a select group. Indeed, what the public saw when they went to the National Fine Arts 
Exhibition was a curated group of objects chosen by a selection committee, which 
represented diverse interests, but also based its choices on both art expertise and political 
persuasions. Moreover, access to certain kinds of art remained quite limited and not 
because of exclusionary practices on the part of a more traditional elite. Those artists and 
critics familiar with western art often had the most exclusive access of all. In the debate 
between the two Xus, the paintings discussed included impressionist works by the likes 
of Cezanne and Matisse – works that very few people in China had ever seen, as originals 
or reproductions. So even while aesthetic education tore down old hierarchies, in doing 
so it prepared the ground for a new hierarchy, built around the different roles of 
professional and general public.   
 The bifurcation of access to art and knowledge about art took on special 
significance considering the political context of the Nationalist Party as a tutelary regime. 
While the Nationalist Party constantly appealed to the idea of the people as a political 
force, Chiang Kai-shek was deeply suspicious of mass politics and he headed a 
centralized, sometimes oppressive, government run by civil and military professionals. 
The Nationalist Party encouraged an emotional allegiance to the nation while withholding 
political power from the vast majority of citizens. Similarly, proponents of aesthetic 
education promoted an affective engagement with art while imagining the viewer of art in 




organization. Accordingly, the exhibition served a disciplinary function. While the 
audience was encouraged to look with an emotional eye, what they saw had already been 
framed to elicit certain responses. Responses such as, China is a civilized country with a 
long history and I am a citizen of China.  
 Compared to this dichotomy of art professional and the public, which mirrored 
the dichotomy of politician and citizen, the articles about seals in Fine Arts Exhibition 
recalled the amateur ideal that stemmed from the very different political culture of late 
imperial China. Amongst aspiring civil service degree holders, officials, and other elites 
who pursued the same cultural pursuits as officials, knowledge about calligraphy and 
inscriptions was not the purview of a professional, but simply a shared aptitude of highly 
educated men. The connoisseurship of seals was restricted to an elite group, but within 
the group, common interest and participation replaced hierarchies. Thus, social 
interactions surrounding seal carving were imagined as elegant gatherings bringing 
together peers, and not as didactic occasions wherein an audience would receive an 
education.  
 Of course, despite the dated use of classical Chinese, the articles about seals in 
Fine Arts Exhibition were not restricted to an exclusive audience, but appeared in a 
lithographed broadsheet costing one jiao per issue. With the commodification of art in 
Shanghai and the printing of all types of reproductions, this was a time when anyone who 
could afford the exhibition’s entry fee of two to four jiao could also buy their own 
reproductions, or even originals, of seals, painting, calligraphy, and journals or picture 
books featuring all of the above. Indeed, they could purchase such items at the exhibition, 




Shanghai Xiling Seal Society was most likely one of the businesses that had a stall at the 
exhibition. In the exhibition broadsheet, an advertisement listed it as a place where one 
could purchase a recent publication of calligraphic facsimiles as well as the Lake Society 
Pictorial, a monthly journal that reproduced works of seal carving, painting and 
calligraphy (jinshi shuhua).359 The journal cost one jiao six fen per month – cheaper than 
the price of admission to the art exhibition. Xu Zhimo’s image of art collections hidden 
away in the gated or guarded compounds of wealthy collectors misrepresented this robust 
circulation.  
 Feng Zikai’s instruction to the viewer, to look at painting without the distraction 
of knowledge, was conveyed at a time when knowledge about painting and other forms 
of cultural expression was becoming increasingly accessible to the public. Seen this way, 
the project of aesthetic education was burdened by contradictory impulses, toward 
democratization, but also toward the reassertion of an elitist hierarchy. In comparison, the 
essays on seal carving surprisingly encouraged the reader to imagine the possibility that 
the knowledge of the connoisseur might itself be democratized. While amateurism 
stemmed from an exclusionary politics, within a very different political context the idea 
that knowledge was not circumscribed by professional boundaries was potentially 
revolutionary.  
 The First National Fine Arts Exhibition of 1929 was full of contradictions. Many 
observers commended the exhibition as a step toward making art – an important part of a 
national patrimony of the nation – more public. Yet in many ways, the event bore the 
imprint of previous smaller scale exhibitions oriented toward consumption, cultures of 
                                                        
359 Meizhan 5 (1929): 8. The Youzheng shuju, another commercial publisher in Shanghai, is listed as the 




connoisseurship, and private collecting.  Supporters of aesthetic education idealized the 
event as a chance to expose the public to beauty, which they saw as a universal moral 
force. But by some accounts, many visitors appeared more interested in taking in the 
hubbub, and in seeing and being seen. The exhibition gave the state an opportunity to 
assert China as a (newly) unified nation, but the Chinese art world as captured by the 
exhibition’s publication was riddled with contentious debates and widely divergent 
understandings about what art is and why it should be valued. One of the major tensions 
that pervaded the exhibition was that between the democratizing impulse of a public 
display of art and the concurrent drive to create new hierarchies and divisions, between 
for instance, the knowledgeable professional and the affective audience. This 
hierarchizing tendency would only strengthen over the ensuing years. By the time the 
Ministry of Education finally sponsored a Second National Fine Arts Exhibition in 1937, 
the event was much more regulated, uniform, and overtly disciplinary in nature.  
 
The 1937 Exhibition: Disciplining the Masses, Professionalizing the Discipline 
 In planning for the First National Fine Arts Exhibition, the University Council 
indicated that the exhibition was to be a regular, annual event. This was not to be. In the 
1930s, internal turmoil and lack of sufficient governmental support derailed plans for 
subsequent national exhibitions. Once more, art schools, private associations, commercial 
outlets, and individual artists maintained the vitality of a domestic art exhibition culture. 
The most important state-supported exhibitions of art in these years took place in Europe. 
In 1935, the London Museum hosted an exhibition of painting, calligraphy, and artifacts 




shown outside of China.360 The Ministry of Education sponsored the exhibition to 
promote international awareness of Chinese culture at a time when China was seeking 
support in its expanding war with Japan.361 The exhibition, which displayed items from 
European collections as well as those sent from China, was organized around ancient 
bronzes, porcelain, painting and calligraphy, and other miscellaneous artifacts (Table 5). 
The chosen items were dated from antiquity to the 1800s and reflected the strengths of 








                                                        
360 Though as Ellen Huang has shown, the items on loan from Chinese institutions were exhibited in China 
both before the items were sent to London and after they returned. The pre-exhibition in Shanghai 
(4/8/1935-5/5/1935) and the post-exhibition was in Nanjing (5/1/1936-1935). See “There and Back Again: 
Material Objects at the First International Exhibitions of Chinese Art in Shanghai, London, and Nanjing, 
1935-1936,” in Collecting China: The World, China, and a Short History of Collecting, ed. Vimalin 
Rujivacharakul (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2011), 138-152. 
 
361 See the above and also Elliott and Shambaugh, The Odyssey of China’s Imperial Art Treasures, 81-85. 
 
362 In addition to sending over treasures from the Palace Museum, state sponsorship extended to over a 
dozen exhibitions, organized by Liu Haisu and Xu Beihong, of contemporary Chinese art in European cities 
in the mid-1930s. Although Liu and Xu had both promoted experimentation and painting from life, the 
paintings chosen for the international exhibitions tended to be ink paintings in the literati style, which were 
increasingly referred to as “national painting.” The choice of “national painting” to represent Chinese 
contemporary art reflected a conservative turn during the decade of Nationalist governance from Nanjing, 
characterized by the New Life Movement’s revitalization of Confucian morality and a resurgence of 
“national essence” ideology. Foreign hosts also influenced the choice of exhibited works. German 
organizers of a 1934 exhibition, for instance, asked “to see pure Chinese works,” according to Cai Yuanpei, 
“and indeed especially those which express that which is characteristic of Chinese painting.” Cited in Jo-
Anne Birnie Danzker, “Shanghai Modern,” in Shanghai Modern, 1919-1945, ed. Jo-Anne Birnie Danzker 
et al. (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2004), 18-68, 44. Danzker discusses Chinese art and Nazi Germany in 
44-56. On the state-sponsorship of exhibitions of contemporary Chinese art in European cities, see Shelagh 





Table 5: Categories of items lent by the Chinese government to the International 
Exhibition of Chinese Art in London363  
 
Category       Items   
 
Bronzes (tongqi 銅器)     108    
 Cooking Utensils and Food Vessels 
 Containers, Heating and Drinking Vessels  
 Vessels for Ordinary Use 
 Musical Instruments 
 The Hsin-cheng Bronzes  
 The Shou-hsien Bronzes 
  
Porcelain (ciqi 瓷器)      314   




Painting and Calligraphy (shuhua 書畫)   175 






Miscellaneous  (qita 其他)     191 
 Tapestry and Embroidery 
 Jade 
 Cloisonne 
 Red Lacquer 
 Fans 
 Furniture and Writing Accessories 
 Archeological Exhibitions 
 Ancient Books 
 
                                                        
363 Lundun Zhongguo yishu guoji zhanlanhui choubei weiyuanhui, Canjia Lundun Zhongguo yishu guoji 
zhanlanhui chupin tushuo, vol. 1-4 [Illustrated Catalogue of Chinese Government Exhibits for the 
International Exhibition of Chinese Art in London] (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1936). An earlier 
version of the catalogue, without illustrations, was published in 1935 as Canjia Lundun Zhongguo yishu 
guoji zhanlanhui chupin mulu.  It presented a slightly different number of items for some of the categories: 
351 porcelains, 173 painting/calligraphy, 170 miscellaneous. The illustrated volumes give a better 
representation of what was actually sent and exhibited. The organization of the exhibition differed from the 
organization of the catalogues published by the Chinese organizing committee. In London, the organization 
was based on time periods, largely organized around dynasties, and individual rooms included different 





 Back in China, some official support was extended to exhibitions held by a 
partially state-sponsored artists association called the China Fine Arts Association 
(founded 1933).364 This organization was funded through both member fees and subsidies 
provided by the Ministry of Education and Central Propaganda Department.365 The 
exhibitions were not national in scope, nor fully funded by the government. Although the 
second exhibition attracted 1500 entries, only 400 were displayed because the venue – an 
Overseas Chinese Hotel – did not have sufficient exhibition space.366  
 While the government did not come through with the financial support that the 
Association would have liked, members of the Association often promoted an ideological 
perspective in line with Nationalist Party politics. For instance, the association’s journal 
published an article titled “The China Fine Arts Association and the New Life 
Movement,” which drew a direct link between the goals of the Arts Association and the 
goals of the state campaign to promote good behavior on the part of the people. Like the 
New Life Movement, wrote the author, the “fine arts movement” is also a “long term 
movement for the improvement of human life.”367 In describing the desired qualities of 
art selected for the exhibition, another author commended art that “expresses national 
salvation or other noble ideology” and “expresses the spirit of the national people.368  
                                                        
364 See Liu Ruikuan, Zhongguo meishu de xiandaihua, 229-237.  
 





367 Gao Xishun, “Zhongguo meishuhui yu Xin shenghuo yundong,” in Ibid., 45-46. 
 





 The Second National Fine Arts Exhibition grew out of these partially state-
sponsored exhibitions held by the China Fine Arts Association, and served the 
propaganda function of showing that the government was capable of holding such an 
event despite the deteriorating domestic situation. Japanese aggression, which was to 
escalate into a full-scale war only months after the exhibition took place, overshadowed 
the event. Planning started in January of 1937 and the exhibition was held in the capital, 
Nanjing, from April 1 to April 23. Within a year of the event, the capital was moved 
south and the Japanese army laid waste to Nanjing in what became known as the Nanjing 
Massacre. Before and during the exhibition, officials constantly evoked the national crisis. 
Using rhetoric reminiscent of Cai Yuanpei’s arguments in favor of aesthetic education, 
art and the art exhibition were evoked as something that would raise the spirits of the 
people, harden their “will to struggle for existence” and improve the collective morale for 
“resisting the enemy and self defense.”369  
 Along with this propagandistic function, the exhibition was also commended for 
popularizing art. The Minister of Education, Wang Shijie, echoed Xu Zhimo’s earlier 
complaints about art being hidden away in the homes of elites when he characterized fine 
art as “a thing that was only seen by a small minority in society.” He took the 
“massification of the fine arts” to be one of the major purposes of the exhibition.370 The 
exhibition was viewed by upwards of 10,000 people a day.371 With this large number of 
visitors, the exhibition organizers took care to enforce discipline by controlling how 
                                                        
369 Chen Lijiang, “Juxing dierci quanguo meishu zhanlanhui de yiyi ji qi zhunbei,” Boyin jiaoyu yuekan 1.5 
(1937): 124. This is a transcription of a radio broadcast that aired on January 31, 1937. 
 
370 Wang Shijie, “Dierci quanguo meizhan zhi yiyi,” Shenbao 1937/4/1.  
 





people moved through space and what they saw. The First National Fine Arts Exhibition 
allowed people to visit certain exhibition spaces and not others. Visitors to the 1937 
exhibition, by contrast, were obliged to follow a “regulated route” that took them through 
six exhibition rooms over the space of two buildings, the National Concert Hall, where 
visitors entered, and the newly constructed National Fine Arts Display Hall, where they 
would exit.372 Even those who experienced the exhibition vicariously through media 
accounts were often confronted with the “regulated route,” as numerous authors 
organized their comments on the exhibition according to the mandated sequence of 
rooms.373 
 If movement was more strictly regulated at the 1937 exhibition, the objects on 
display were also more fully controlled by state institutions. In the First National Fine 
Arts Exhibition, the reference division, with its rotating display of paintings from private 
collections, made at least one section of the exhibition more dynamic than the fixed 
displays elsewhere. While the 1937 exhibition also included submissions from private 
collectors and individual artists, there was nothing comparable to the reference division. 
Moreover, institutional submissions were a significantly greater presence in 1937 and 
many of the institutions that contributed to the exhibition were state funded public 
institutions. The Palace Museum collection, orphaned from the former imperial palace in 
Beijing, was heavily represented. Artifacts excavated by Academia Sinicia archeologists 
                                                        
372 See, for instance, “Quanguo di’erci meishu zhanlanhui,” Xin beichen 5 (March 1937): 503-505. The 
term “regulated route” appears on 505. Some people did not appreciate the restrictions placed on their 
movement. One visitor complained, in a published account of his experience, about how he was forced to 
make his way through crowds, past things he did not care to see before reaching the oil paintings and 
sculpture. See Ying Neng, “Di er hui quanguo meizhan de yinxiang,” Qingnian yishu 3 (May, 1937): 180-
183.   
 
373 See, for instance, Jian Youwen, “Di’erci quanguo meishu zhanlanhui,” Yijing 28, 29 (1937), 3-8, 55-61. 
“Meizhan hui xunli,” Zhongyang ribao (1937/4/1). “Quanguo meizhan jinri kaimu,” Shenbao (1937/4/1). 




dominated exhibition room three. The Henan Museum, the West Lake Museum, the 
Northwest Scientific Study Group, and the Beiping Library also sent things on loan.374 In 
the Seal Carving section, six seal albums on display were from the collection of the 
Central Library and one was on loan from the Palace Museum.375 The Second National 
Fine Arts Exhibition is thus a testament to the progress of the state, over the course of the 
Nanjing Decade, in developing and regulating cultural and scholarly institutions. This 
expansion of public institutions made a range of things – books, artifacts, painting – more 
public, in the sense that they now belonged to the nation and not to any private interest, 
but it also expanded the authority of a limited group of institutionalized professionals. 
 Disciplining the masses and professionalizing the discipline of art history went 
hand in hand. There were numerous ways in which the Second Fine Arts Exhibition 
catered to the professional. For instance, the price of admission was five jiao on Fridays 
instead of the two jiao price (one for students and soldiers) other days of the week. It was 
insisted that this was not for the sake of subsidizing expenses, but rather to provide “those 
who research art” a better opportunity to do so without crowded conditions.376 The 
                                                        
374 The exhibition catalogue listed the institutions from which things were borrowed. See also “Quanguo 
di’erci meishu zhanlanhui,” Xin beichen 5 (March 1937): 504. 
 
375 The albums on loan from the central library included three albums of clay seals, two of which will be 
analyzed closely in chapter 6. These were Fengni kaolue [Research Sketches on Clay Seals], Xu fengni 
kaolue [Research Sketches on Clay Seals Continued] and Fengni cunzhen [Clay Seals Truly Presented]. 
These and the other albums donated by the Central Library were not made by the Library based on an 
institutional collection. They were albums available for purchase on the market, as were all the albums on 
display. The album loaned by the Palace Museum, Jin xie liu zhen [Preserved Treasures of the Golden 
Onion] was made by museum representatives based on seals from the formal imperial collection. Only 
these seven albums out of 68 total entries were from public collections. It is interesting that the Hangzhou 
Xiling Seal Society did not lend any albums, though Wu Zhenping, then owner of the Qianquan Xiling Seal 
Ink Distributor, and other Xiling Seal Society members did.  
 
376 Zhang Daofan, “Quanguo di’erci meishu zhanlanhui choubei jingguo gaikuang,” Shenbao (1937/4/1). 
Zhang also explains that there was debate about whether there should be an entrance fee at all, since it was 
hoped that the “common masses” would have an opportunity to visit the exhibition. Having an entrance fee 





exhibition publication also indicates trends toward the professionalization of research on 
art and artifacts. Published as a single volume, it did not allow for the back-and-forth 
discussions that developed in the pages of the broadsheet of the First National Fine Arts 
Exhibition. Instead, the 137-page publication featured scholarly articles on topics such as 
“Consciousness of Space as Expressed in Chinese and Western Painting Methods,” “The 
Palace Museum’s Submissions of Calligraphy and Painting to the Fine Arts Exhibition,” 
“China’s Ancient Art and Bronze Vessels,” and “The Value of Jade in Chinese Culture.” 
The articles focused on topics related to art history, a relatively new discipline in China, 
and artifact study. Unlike the exhibition broadsheet produced during the 1929 event, the 
publication did not include articles written in the style of opinion pieces, articles by art 
practitioners, or reproductions of exhibited artwork. It was characterized by scholarly 
rigor, not accessibility.377  
 The mass audience was thought to engage with art on an emotional level, 
receiving from it spiritual uplift and inspiration, while the professional engaged with art 
as the object of scholarly analysis. The professional, moreover, took on the role of 
organizing the content of the exhibition and prescribing how things were displayed and 
how the audience would move through displays.378 The framing of the exhibition elicited 
nationalistic responses and an awe at the antiquity and grandeur of Chinese civilization. 
Compared to the first national exhibition, the one held in Nanjing placed an 
                                                        
377 Jiaoyu bu, ed., Jiaoyu bu di’erci quanguo meishu zhanlanhui zhuankan (Nanjing: 1937).  
 
378 The choice of exhibited items is discussed in Zhang Daofan, “Quanguo di’erci meishu zhanlanhui 
choubei jingguo gaikuang,” Shenbao (1937/4/1). All items submitted for consideration were vetted by a 
panel of over sixty judges, with distinct groups of judges chosen to review entries representing different 
categories of art. Note that Wang Fu’an, the co-founder of the Hangzhou Xiling Seal Society and a 
commercial seal carver based in Shanghai in the 1930s was one of three judges who reviewed items for the 
seal carving section. Zhang’s article breaks down how many submissions were entered for each category 





overwhelming emphasis on antiquities and art and artifacts of the imperial period. A 
visitor, named Xu Jingbai, criticized this organizational emphasis in a published 
commentary, in which he complained that “national treasures” – for him, the term 
suggested non-contemporary objects – accounted for a full 60% of the exhibition. 
Moreover, by adding works of calligraphy and painting that, while not old, represented 
“national essence” in some way, the tally reachesd a full 90%, giving the entire exhibition 
the feel of an “antiques showroom.”379 While this observer’s personal reaction to the 
exhibition was sharply critical, he took for granted that the “average spectator” would fail 
to engage a similar critical acumen. “The average spectator,” he wrote, “has no concern 
other than blindly following the behinds of other people or piping up with a conversation 
topic like ‘China truly is a country with a long 5,000-year history.”380 While Xu said this 
in a derogatory way, promoting recognition of the antiquity of the Chinese nation was 
most definitely a goal of the exhibition. The more the people realized how old and great 
the Chinese nation was, the more they would want to fight for its survival.381  
 By regulating the movement of visitors, making all displays permanent, and 
formalizing the divide between professionals and a general audience, the Second National 
Fine Arts Exhibition attempted to more fundamentally break with the cultures of 
connoisseurship that still pervaded the first state-sponsored exhibition held in Shanghai. 
                                                        
379 The Chinese is guwu chenlieshi. Xu Jingbai, “Quanguo meizhan cenian kan,” Qingnian yishu 3 (1937): 
169-179, 169. 
 
380 Ibid., 175. 
 
381 See for instance the Minister of Education’s discussion of the significance of the exhibition in “Di’erci 
quanguo meizhan zhi yiyi,” Shenbao (1937/4/1). He concludes his article by discussing the importance of 
Chinese art within a global art history, noting that arts, such as painting, had evolved in China over 
thousands of years of constant encouragement. He speaks of the “duty” of the country to “promote the 
endless glorification of our ancestors.” Earlier in his comments he emphasizes with great propagandistic 




Still, even at a moment of high patriotic fervor and propaganda, the art exhibition 
remained a heterogeneous event and definitions of fine art remained unstable.  
 
Recategorizing Beauty 
 The things displayed under the banner of “fine arts” in the Second National Fine 
Art Exhibition in Nanjing differed in type and categorization from the earlier state-
sponsored exhibition in Shanghai. As people moved through the “regulated route,” 
mandated by the exhibition layout, they first encountered books, seals, decorative arts, 
and excavated artifacts from Anyang in the three rooms of the National Concert Hall. 
Photography lined the corridor between the two buildings. In the final three rooms of the 
National Fine Arts Display Hall, architecture, sculpture, and painting appeared together, 
followed by modern calligraphy and painting, and finally historical calligraphy and 
painting (Table 6). While many articles written about the exhibition described the 
displays according to the sequence of rooms, few commented on why the exhibition was 
organized in that manner or why certain categories of fine arts were included. This was 
not because the organization and categorization reflected some sort of consensus about 
genres of fine art and their relation to each other. What constituted Chinese fine art was 
still subject to debate.  
One clear difference from the First National Exhibition of Fine Arts is that the 
category of jinshi shuhua was uncoupled. Inscribed seals and seal albums were the very 
first thing that visitors encountered and painting and calligraphy the very last. In the 
earlier exhibition, jinshi shuhua appeared together in one building and “western painting” 










Table 6: Organization of displays, Second National Fine Arts Exhibition (1937)382 
 
Location   Category      Items 
 
National Concert Hall   
Room 1   Books (tushu 圖書)      102 
    Seals (jinshi金石)     68 
Room 2   Practical Arts  (工藝美術)    448 
     Bronzes and Ceramics (tongci 銅瓷)  88 
     Pictures (tu’an 圖案)    39 
     Ceramics (taoqi 陶器)   175 
     Other (qita 其他)    153 
 
Room 3   Anyang Artifacts (anyang guwu安陽古物) 
 
Corridor   Photography (sheying攝影)    228 
 
National Fine Arts    
Display Hall 
Room 4   Architecture (jianzhu, 建築)    16 
    Sculpture (diaosu 雕塑)    24 
    Western Painting (xihua 西畫)    207 
Room 5   Modern Calligraphy and Painting   542 
    (xiandai shuhua現代書畫) 
Room 6   Historical Calligraphy and Painting   429 




In Nanjing, all painting was in one building and seals were grouped together with books. 
Putting seals and books together may have simply been a convenience, since both 
categories included a smaller number of items. But it may have also been a way of 
                                                        
382 Jiaoyu bu di’erci quanguo meishu zhanlanhui zhanpin mulu (1937). Zhang Daofan, “Quanguo di’erci 
meishu zhanlanhui choubei jingguo gaikuang,” Shenbao (1937/4/1). Jian Youwen, “Di’erci quanguo 




highlighting the shared materiality of books and seals in the sense that both were related 
to printing. As printing was invented in China, highlighting it as a cultural achievement 
was in line with the goal of the exhibition to raise the spirits of the people by glorifying 
Chinese civilization.  
 Disaggregating jinshi shuhua also distanced the exhibition from the 
connoisseurship and collecting culture of the late imperial elites. This move toward 
distinguishing the “fine arts” from older categories of connoisseurship is also apparent in 
the new approach taken in the display of seals. Seals, seal albums, and seal impressions 
on scrolls were the only inscriptions displayed under the category of jinshi. In fact, in the 
catalogue, the term jinshi was replaced by keyin, literally “seal carving.” While the seals 
and seal impressions in the exhibition still ran the gamut from ancient seals of the Qin 
and Han dynasties to those carved by contemporary artists, they were not juxtaposed with 
albums of bronzes or stele rubbings. The presentation of seals and seal carving as a 
discreet category recognized the emerging autonomy of seal art from the collecting of 
inscriptions and the scholarly study of ancient writing.383  
 Other than the seals, all of the categories of display in the first three rooms of the 
exhibition had also figured into the London Exhibition. Whereas the London Exhibition 
organized bronzes and ceramics as distinct categories, and featured books and 
archeological artifacts from Anyang in a miscellaneous category, the domestic exhibition 
made books and Anyang artifacts distinct categories and featured bronzes and ceramics 
                                                        
383 The catalogue is the main source that called the section on seals keyin. Most of the articles published 
before and during the exhibition, including those authored by people involved in the planning of the 
exhibition used the term jinshi. It may be that the change of terminology for the exhibition catalogue was 
encouraged by Ma Heng, who as director of the Palace Museum was intimately involved with the 
exhibition. Ma Heng will be examined in chapter 6 as a scholar who wanted to modernize the field of 




as subcategories of the practical arts 工藝美術. Although the categories were rearranged 
in this fashion, there was a significant overlap in what was displayed, because in both 
cases, many of the artifacts were from the same institutional collections, including those 
of the Palace Museum and Academia Sinica. There was also overlap in the category of 
calligraphy and painting of the imperial period. Most of the differences between the two 
exhibitions are due to the London Exhibition’s more limited focus on Chinese art from 
antiquity to the 1800s. Photography, architecture, sculpture and western painting were 
excluded because they were too contemporary and because they weren’t distinctively 
Chinese. Modern calligraphy and brush and ink painting were generally presented as 
distinctively Chinese, but were similarly excluded as too contemporary. This focus on 
premodern art was also a natural outcome of the fact that the works on loan were largely 
from the Palace Museum and thus reflected the imperial collection.  
 Seals were also too contemporary to figure into the international exhibition, but 
for reasons more complicated than the case of modern calligraphy and painting. As in the 
First National Exhibition of Fine Arts, many of the entries were the seals – either in the 
form of stones or imprints – of contemporary carvers, including Wang Fu’an, Wu 
Zhenping, Fang Jiekan, Tang Cuishi, Ma Gongyu, Xie Leiming, and the painter Zhang 
Daqian. Other entries were seal albums that featured the imprints of imperial era seals. 
These albums featured “art” of the imperial era in the sense that they reproduced ancient 
seals and seals of late imperial literati makers. But the albums were also new in that they 
had only been made within the past fifty years, sometimes with the use of photographic 
print technology. The albums were print reproductions that, even before their 




more public through their commercial circulation. The owner of the Xiling Seal Society 
Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, Wu Zhenping, provided two such albums. One was Qin 
and Han Seals from the Hut of Retreat, compiled and printed by his father, Wu Yin, and 
the other was Collected Seals of Qi Studio, which was compiled by the antiquarian Shang 
Chengzuo. The albums on loan from the Central Library were also albums that were 
available for commercial purchase and most were based on private collections of seals, as 
opposed to either imperial collections that were nationalized by the Palace Museum or 
other public institutional collections. In short, these albums were the products of private 
collecting, made public through print reproduction.  
 In re-publicizing printed seal albums, the Second National Fine Arts Exhibition 
brought together two modes of collecting and display that both contributed in important, 
if incomplete, ways toward transforming the seal into a part of national culture. The 
commerce-driven and preservationist approach had its origin in the last decade of the 
Qing dynasty, when local, elite cultures of seal carving, connoisseurship, and study were 
first associated with the fine arts and with “national essence.” Through the printing and 
commercial marketing of seal albums, as well as imperial era books and art reproductions, 
businesses selectively broadcasted aspects of elite material heritage on a potentially 
national scale. In contrast to this selective celebration and publicizing of an elite culture, 
the art exhibition expansively encompassed different genres of art, the ancient and the 
contemporary, and things loaned from a range of institutional and private collections 
from throughout the nation. This strategy of encompassment meant that those genres of 
art that were most popular amongst the practitioners and consumers that made up the 




politically useful beauty did not save the seal from oblivion. It was instead a reaction to 
the prior emergence of the seal within the Republican era art world and consumer culture 
as enabled by the makers, businesses, and consumers who promoted seal carving and 
commercialized seals in the decades between the fall of the imperial state and the rise of 























Producing Knowledge, Making Things: Seals, Antiquarianism, and the Scientific 
Study of the Past 
 
Introduction 
 A modern system of knowledge categories did not completely recode earlier 
terminologies and categories of knowledge production as though they had never existed 
in China. Even as seal carving was integrated into the fine arts, it was often designated by 
the term of jinshi. Literally meaning “metal and stone,” this was an indigenous scholarly 
field related to the study and connoisseurship of inscriptions. The modern history of 
jinshi, sometimes translated as antiquarianism, has received some much-warranted 
attention in English-language scholarship. Shana Brown’s monograph, Pastimes: From 
Art and Antiquarianism to Modern Chinese Historiography showed how nineteenth and 
early twentieth century scholars, including Wu Dacheng, Luo Zhenyu, and especially 
Wang Guowei, developed methodologies derived from late imperial metal and stone 
studies to produce critical scholarship that held its own in an intellectual milieu 
fundamentally reshaped by the embrace of modern scientific disciplines. As suggested by 
her book’s subtitle, Brown charted the process by which metal and stone studies shed an 
earlier preoccupation with art and connoisseurship in order to align itself with the modern 
field of history. While confirming many of Brown’s arguments, this chapter revisits the 
relationship between art, connoisseurship, and the objective study of artifacts in early 
twentieth century China with the aim of explaining how seal carving became increasingly 
associated with the field of metal and stone studies even as some academics sought to 




 The second director of the Xiling Seal Society, a man named Ma Heng, was an 
important advocate of the study of jinshi as a modern discipline related to historical 
studies. Not unlike earlier Chinese scholars active during the Qing dynasty evidential 
studies movement, he emphasized the importance of material sources for amending the 
historical record. As a Beijing University professor and as a research scholar, he 
produced systematic and objective knowledge about artifacts and inscriptions passed 
down from antiquity. He also played a role in Beijing University efforts to promote 
archeology and scientific excavations. While he was a respected scholar, Ma Heng’s 
attempts to integrate the indigenous field of metal and stone studies with the modern 
disciplines of history and archeology met with limited success, and he failed to secure 
academic employment as an Academia Sinica archeologist. To Cai Yuanpei, who offered 
the position to the American-educated archeologist Li Ji instead, Ma Heng’s 
methodological approach likely bore too great a resemblance to his Qing dynasty 
predecessors, who generally studied artifacts on a case-by-case basis, producing 
scholarship that I call artifact-centered-notation. Ma Heng’s scholarship revolved around 
the close analysis, collation, and visual reproduction of particular things and inscriptions, 
an artifact-centered approach that enabled cross-fertilization between the objective study 
of inscriptions and their creative manipulation. Late in his career, while serving as the 
director of the Palace Museum, Ma Heng published an article on seal carving that began 
by rejecting the conflation of the discipline of jinshi and seal carving, but ended up 
affirming the (ideal) relationship between the two. Ma Heng did not see seal carving as 
an art and felt that too much focus on the carving of seals detracted from the true value of 




 Seal carving served as an intellectual pursuit involving the exhaustive study of 
inscriptions at a time when that kind of close attention to discreet artifacts was being 
deemed too narrow and particular to warrant recognition as a scientific methodology. The 
methodologies associated with the empirical study of metal and stone artifacts certainly 
contributed to discoveries made in the fields of modern history and archeology, but this 
did not stop many Chinese archeologists and historians from disavowing or minimizing 
the contributions of the indigenous field. Seal carving became more closely associated 
with the field of jinshi in early twentieth century China partly because many academic 
scholars, unlike Ma Heng, rejected the place of jinshi in the modern disciplines, allowing 
connoisseurs and seal carvers to lay an uncontested claim on the cultural and intellectual 
heritage of a field that had been central to the scholarly world of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.  
 
The Art and Science of Metal and Stone 
 In late imperial China, the boundary between art practice and scholarship was 
fluid, not unlike the situation in Europe prior to the eighteenth century. In both China and 
Europe, scholars thoroughly investigated individual specimens, be they plants, animals, 
or antiquities.384 In both places, attentiveness to the particularity of individual objects of 
study encouraged methodologies that emphasized collation, visual representation or 
reproduction, and the precise study of the surface appearance of things. Methodological 
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similarities cut across such apparently disparate fields as early modern European botany 
and late imperial Chinese antiquarianism.385 So while recent research has compared 
antiquarianism in China and Europe,386 we need a broader comparison of cultures of 
scholarship and the cross-fertilization of art and “science” that embraces both natural 
history and the study of things made by man. Such a comparison is implicit in the 
following overview of Chinese “antiquarianism.”  
 Writing in English as a modern academic, one does not even have a proper 
vocabulary for discussing jinshi as a set of practices and a field of learning. The difficulty 
faced in conforming jinshi to a modern disciplinary and epistemological framework is 
apparent in the lack of a satisfactory translation. The term has been variously translated 
as antiquarianism, epigraphy, and in particular contexts, seal carving.387 Each of these 
translations invites critique. “Antiquarianism” is too broad in the sense that jinshi referred 
specifically to the study of artifacts with inscriptions in the imperial period. It is too 
narrow in the sense that both ancient and contemporary inscriptions could fall within its 
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scope. “Epigraphy” ignores both the aesthetic dimensions of jinshi and the interest of 
jinshi scholars in using inscriptions to study not just writing but also history. The 
translation of jinshi as seal carving, or perhaps rubbings, is often most appropriate in the 
context of the phrase jinshi shuhua, or jinshi, calligraphy, and painting.388 The phrase 
serves as a concrete reminder that even as some academics tried to modernize the study 
of jinshi in the early twentieth century by divorcing it from aesthetic appreciation, it 
remained closely linked to the literati arts, connoisseurship, and especially seal carving.  
 Jinshi referred to all types of inscriptions and inscribed objects, and also to their 
reproductions as rubbings or imprints. Jinshi also served as shorthand for the many 
different things that could be done to and with inscriptions and their reproductions, 
ranging from using them for historical or philological research to collecting them, 
appreciating their calligraphic aesthetics, and using them as artistic inspiration. One 
might say that jinshi was interdisciplinary, combining history, epigraphy, 
connoisseurship, and art, but this would wrongly suggest that these disciplines were 
clearly defined and independent of each other to begin with. What ultimately held the 
different practices associated with jinshi together were certain things – artifacts and their 
reproductions. The person interested in jinshi also tended to engage these things in a 
particular way. He carefully assessed individual artifacts or rubbings, thoroughly studied 
minute details, and compared individual specimens to similar items. The thing-centered, 
detail-oriented, and encyclopedic approach to inscriptions defined jinshi as a field and 
makes the translation of “antiquarianism” an imperfect but useful placeholder.   
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 Viewing inscribed artifacts, making and collecting their rubbings, and 
authenticating artifacts or rubbings that often circulated on the market were the practices 
at the heart of the field of metal and stone antiquarianism. These practices arose during 
the Song dynasty, when the first massive catalogues of antiquities were compiled. In 
1061, Ouyang Xiu published the Jigu lu (Record of Collecting Antiquities) and in 1132 
Zhao Mingcheng and his wife compiled the Jinshi lu (Record of Metal and Stone), which 
included 1900 rubbings, 502 of which were accompanied by textual comments.389 During 
the Qing, when both the study and the aesthetic appreciation of antiquities and 
inscriptions reached a new height, scholars compiled hundreds of catalogues of 
inscriptions, often based on personal collections of artifacts or scholarly collaborations.390 
Important eighteenth and nineteenth century catalogs were compiled by leading figures in 
the evidential studies movement, which emphasized empirical analysis of texts and 
artifacts. They included Weng Fanggang’s (1733-1818) Liang Han jinshi ji (Record of 
bronze and stone epigraphy in the Former and Later Han), Qian Daxin’s (1728-1804) 
Jinshi wenzi mulu (Catalogue of Metal and Stone Writings, and Wang Chang’s Jinshi 
cuibian (A compendium of bronze and stone inscriptions).391 Wang Chang’s catalogue 
alone recorded over 1500 inscribed artifacts from the Three Dynasties period through the 
Jin dynasty. Other catalogs of inscriptions were produced by figures that would later be 
primarily known for their seal carving. These include Ding Jing’s Records of Wulin 
                                                        
389 Elman, From Philosophy to Philology, 226. 
 
390 Ibid.  
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[Hangzhou] Inscriptions and Huang Yi’s Diary of Searching for Ancient Cliff 
Inscriptions of Dai Mountain.392 
 Especially in the Qing, the catalogues were quite systematic. Often arranged 
according to the periodization of the inscriptions, with the oldest appearing first, they 
featured the text of inscriptions, information about the size of the inscribed artifact and 
the inscribed characters, occasionally a reproduction of the inscribed text in facsimile, 
and information about where the inscribed artifact was located, the physical condition of 
the artifact, and the historical, philological, and calligraphic significance of the 
inscription. These systematically arranged catalogues depended on an initial process of 
piecemeal collection and notation. For instance, Qian Daxin’s catalogue was published 
posthumously by a son-in-law based on occasional notations made by Qian on particular 
artifacts and inscriptions, many of which he purchased in the Beijing antiquities market 
of Liulichang.393 I call this methodology of commenting on discreet inscriptions, as 
opposed to referencing inscriptions as evidence supporting a larger argument or narrative, 
artifact centered notation.  
 Even historically-minded antiquarians had to be experts in assessing the 
appearance of artifacts, and not just their textual content. This was necessary for 
authenticating artifacts, reading their inscriptions, and placing the inscriptions within a 
chronological time frame. Because calligraphy was the preeminent mode of creative 
expression, the close observation and piece-by-piece study and notation of ancient 
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inscriptions easily shaded into calligraphic appreciation and self expression. Epigraphic 
scholars produced calligraphy and seal carving characterized by what would become 
known as jinshi qi, or the aura of metal and stone. The effect of jinshi qi “can be 
interpreted as both a conscious and unconscious calligraphic expression alluding to the 
epigraphers’ long-term exposure to similar antique flavor radiating from damaged antique 
objects and such epigraphical materials as rubbings of broken stelae or engraved 
writings.”394 Those who collected and viewed hundreds, sometimes thousands, of ancient 
inscriptions were able to effortlessly incorporate their archaic flavor and compositional 
styles into their own writing because of their ingrained knowledge of what ancient text 
looked like.  
 Despite this, by the eighteenth century, the field of antiquarianism began to bisect 
into two schools: one focused on the empirical study of inscriptions as a methodology in 
the service of historical or textual studies and another more focused on the appreciation 
of rubbings for their calligraphic aesthetics. Qian Daxin was one of the Qing evidential 
scholars, engaged in authenticating, collecting, and commenting on inscriptions, who 
made a point of highlighting the difference between those who used inscriptions to study 
history and those only interested in calligraphy.395 The relative merit and relationship 
between these two approaches to inscriptions or rubbings remained subject to debate in 
the early twentieth century. For instance, Liu Shipei (1884-1919), the editor and frequent 
contributor to the National Essence Journal, complained that attention to “the evolution 
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of calligraphy” did not augment the study of antiquity but instead contributed to “a spirit 
of connoisseurship with limited usefulness.”396  
 Seal carvers, who admired inscriptions for their aesthetic value and used them as 
calligraphic models, tended to take the opposite position by insisting that the collecting, 
connoisseurship, and making of seals had a place within the broader field of epigraphic 
antiquarianism and the study of the past. They emphasized the preservation of ancient 
writing as the common foundation for both antiquarian study and calligraphic archaism. 
In prefaces to seal albums, seal carvers and collectors of ancient seals often pointed out 
that seals were important sources of ancient inscriptions and that the study of seals, and 
by extension the carving of seals with archaic script, was of broad scholarly consequence. 
For instance, the director of the Xiling Seal Society, Wu Changshuo, began a 1914 
preface of an album featuring mainly Qin and Han dynasty bronze seals by writing, 
“When it comes to ancient characters passed down to today, there are only the 
inscriptions on bronze bells and vessels and on seals. Yet the study of seals is not taken 
seriously.”397 In 1921, not long before he passed away, Wu Yin, the co-founder of the 
Xiling Seal Society and founder of the business of the same name, acknowledged the 
splintering of antiquarian studies into textual research and appreciation factions, but 
argued that a shared methodology of collation linked the two sides. Praising the late Qing 
catalogue Jottings on Collating Stele [Jiao bei suibi] by Fang Ruo, Wu Yin wrote, 
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“collation is the prerequisite 先河 of appreciation and textual research.”398 By collation, 
Wu Yin referred to the comparison of different extant versions of rubbings of inscriptions.  
 Wu Yin was astute in pointing to collation as the fundamental methodology that 
made jinshi a coherent field that could embrace both objective, empirical study and 
aesthetic appreciation and inspiration. Both antiquarian scholars and seal carvers began 
with a close engagement with artifacts and their rubbings, an engagement that crucially 
involved authentication and comparison. Although the product of this engagement for the 
historically or epigraphically minded scholar was different from that of the seal carver, 
the process or methodology was initially the same. The process, as described by Wu Yin 
in praising Fang Ruo’s approach to stele, involved the study of how many characters 
were no longer discernible, fixing the date of different rubbings, and meticulously 
assessing and recording the information about the state of individual characters, if they 
were clear or indistinct, or if they were damaged so that only a single corner or a single 
stroke was visible.399 What Wu Yin called metal and stone collation, the contemporary 
art historian Wu Hung has described as “rubbings connoisseurship,” the creation of 
“micro-histories” of rubbings “linked to a single, original, and often elusive object”: 
[The connoisseur] arranges these rubbings into a chronological sequence by 
determining their relative positions. (In the process he also eliminates copies and 
fakes.) This purpose requires him to derive evidence from a rubbing itself – from 
its paper, ink, seals, and colophons, but most important from its imprint, whose 
minute differences from other related rubbings reveal the changing physical 
condition of the original object. In these differences he sees gradual erosion or 
decay or a sudden splitting or collapse of the object. Perhaps unique to all 
scholarly practices, therefore, the principal technique of rubbing connoisserurship 
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is to detect traces of ruination, and its chief accomplishment is to construct a 
sequence of ruins.400   
 
 Wu Yin’s understanding of the study of metal and stone put artifacts and rubbings 
at its center and emphasized the painstaking scrutiny of discreet specimens and individual 
characters or even parts of characters, a process carried out over and over again in a 
comparative manner. Such painstaking scrutiny was important to the authentication of 
inscriptions, a key first step for either the use of inscriptions for empirical research or the 
authentic engagement with ancient models as a source for creative expression. The result 
of this process of exhaustive scrutiny could be a notation about an ancient official place 
name found in an inscription or the incorporation of an unorthodox character found in the 
rubbing of an ancient stele into the composition of a seal. The important thing to Wu Yin 
was that inscribed artifacts, in all their minute detail, were at the center of the intellectual 
work, regardless of the product of that work.  
 
Jinshi is History? Ma Heng and the Academic Study of Seals as Ancient Artifacts 
 The formation of modern disciplines in early twentieth century China was not 
simply an exercise in translating knowledge, forming academic departments, and re-
categorizing encyclopedias. It was a process that involved people and professions. Part of 
the reason that seal carving became associated with the fine arts in modern China was 
because seal carvers started to identify, or be identified, professionally, as artists. This 
was true of many of the members of the Xiling Seal Society, such as the first director, 
Wu Changshuo, who had a successful career as a professional artist working in the media 
of jinshi shuhua, seal carving, calligraphy, and painting. The second director of the 
                                                        




Xiling Seal Society was Ma Heng. He also carved seals, but as an amateur. His 
professional career took him in a different direction from that of Wu Changshuo, as he 
used his expertise in the field of jinshi to build a career as an academic and museum 
director. Ma Heng might be seen as an heir to the faction of Qing antiquarianism that 
emphasized the field’s contribution to history and textual studies over its tendencies 
toward connoisseurship and aesthetic appreciation. Indeed, as a Beijing University 
professor, Ma Heng sought to modernize the field of jinshi by defining it as a sub-
discipline of history. Yet he never diverged from a thing-centered approach to 
scholarship.  
 Ma Heng built a modern professional career on a mostly traditional education. He 
was from a gentry family of Ningbo city in Zhejiang province. His father, Ma Haishu, 
had studied for the civil service examinations, but turned to commerce when he failed to 
pass. His commercial success allowed him to invest in the education of his five sons, all 
of whom became scholars.401 In 1899, at the age of eighteen, Ma Heng sat the civil 
service examination and received the Xiucai degree. But instead of preparing for the 
subsequent examination or seeking a career in the civil service, Ma Heng opted to begin 
study at a at the Nanyang gongxue, a modern Shanghai institution of higher education 
that later became Jiaotong University. It is hard to say how study at this school shaped 
Ma Heng’s future scholarship, but he did not stay long. He brought his studies to an end 
in 1901 after only three semesters.402  
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 Between 1901 and 1917, Ma Heng lived in Shanghai and pursued a different sort 
of education, one that was much more fundamental to the expertise on which he built his 
professional career as a scholar. Shortly after leaving school, Ma Heng married a 
daughter of Ye Chengzhong, who was one of the richest industrialists in China in the late 
nineteenth century. Though Ye was from a poor background, he accumulated assets with 
an estimated value of six to eight million silver ounces before passing away in 1899. He 
founded a match factory, a silk mill, ran a regional network of businesses, invested in 
banks, owned a real estate company, and was the sole agent distributing kerosene for 
Standard Oil from 1883-1893.403 Ye was devoted to his hometown of Ningbo, which had 
a very strong native place community in Shanghai. Ningbo native place ties helped Ma 
Heng, a young man of scholarly inclinations, marry a Ye daughter and enter into a world 
of incredible wealth.  
 After his marriage, Ma Heng worked for his father-in-law, drawing a salary of 
6,000 yuan a year.404 This gave Ma Heng financial security for life and provided the 
resources to build up what would become an impressive personal collection of artifacts 
and rubbings.405 Moreover, his marriage gave him access to the Ye family collection of 
rubbings and antiquities. Ma Heng’s ability to view, study, and purchase antiquities and 
their reproductions was at the core of his education in artifact study and appreciation, not 
his modern schooling, nor his background as a civil service examination candidate. Ma 
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was not unlike the elite collectors of rubbings and antiquities of previous generations, 
who were able to acquire knowledge about artifacts because they had the money or social 
connections that made seeing and owning artifacts and their rubbings possible.  
 In middle age, Ma Heng left the comfortable life of a Shanghai capitalist to 
pursue a professional career as an academic. He followed the lead of his brother, Ma 
Yuzao, in taking a position on the faculty of Beijing University in 1917. The career 
change meant a rather substantial loss of income as he started at Beijing University with a 
salary of 120 yuan a month. Ma Yuzao was a scholar of phonetics and linguistics who 
had studied under the famous national essence scholar Zhang Taiyan in Japan. He was 
one of a cohort of Zhang Taiyan disciples hired by the university since 1913 by 
administrators who were also enthusiastic about hiring co-provincials from Zhejiang 
province.406 His brother and his native place background facilitated Ma Heng’s hire. He 
was not hired, it seems, because of his scholarly reputation, for when he first arrived at 
the university, Ma Heng taught horseback riding. It was not until 1920 that he started to 
teach a course on historical artifact study for the history department.407   
 The 1910s and early 1920s was a time of major institutional flux for Beijing 
University, which was founded in the late Qing as an imperially-sponsored institution and 
became a central node of New Culture thinking. Cai Yuanpei launched sweeping reforms 
after assuming the chancellorship in early 1917. The year 1919, when the May Fourth 
political protests took place, saw the reorganization of the university into 14 departments, 
a change meant to bring the university curricula and programs up to date with other major 
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institutions of learning worldwide. Incorporated into this new organization was the 
Department of History, already established in 1917. The ensuing years would see the 
discipline of History emerge as an autonomous field that was nevertheless aligned with 
the social sciences (and distanced from literature and philosophy). The Chair of the 
Beijing University History Department, Zhu Xizu, encouraged students of history to 
work from a foundation in the social sciences, taking courses in political science, 
economics, sociology, and law, as well as biology, anthropology, ethnicity studies, and 
artifact study. The social scientific approach to history reoriented it away from a previous 
grounding in Confucian ethics and toward an appraisal of different historical periods 
plotted according to evolutionary frameworks.408  
 Over the ensuing years, the institutional dynamics shaping the discipline of 
history at Beijing University shifted as a result of the rise of National Studies (guoxue). A 
campaign to “order national heritage” gained moment in the early years of the New 
Culture Movement. While some students and intellectuals deemed the movement 
reactionary, prominent western educated academics, such as the liberal scholar Hu Shi, 
supported the call to order national heritage and saw it as an opportunity to reevaluate the 
Chinese past and historical sources from an objective, scientific perspective. The 
institutional corollary to the movement was the establishment of “national studies” 
divisions, including the Institut de Sinologie (guoxue men) of Beijing University, founded 
in 1922. Upon its founding, the national studies institute became Ma Heng’s institutional 
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home within Beijing University. While the institutionalization of National Studies 
worked against the development of history as an independent discipline, the emphasis on 
a systematic and scientific evaluation of historical sources as the cornerstone of National 
Studies aligned with the social scientific approach to history.409    
  The emphasis on finding and processing new sources for an objective study of the 
past made the study of artifacts a central concern of Beijing University historians. Instead 
of dynastic histories with their subjective, ethical interpretations, historians turned to 
primary sources, including metal and stone artifacts that had been the focus of Qing 
dynasty epigraphic antiquarians. Complementing this focus on primary source material, 
Ma Heng taught a course on epigraphy and artifact study for the history department. 
Materials prepared by Ma Heng for the course were later published and provide insight 
into Ma Heng’s approach to artifacts as historical sources and his presentation of seals as 
objects of scholarship.410  
 For his course, Ma Heng presented jinshi as the study of artifacts in the service of 
historical scholarship. He defined jinshi as “the inscriptions of ancient peoples, or all 
consciously produced products; that which is metal and stone as well as other materials 
that have been passed down to today.” In turn, the study of jinshi was “the use of this 
type of material for objective research of benefit to the study of history.”411 Ma’s 
expansion of the category of jinshi to include not just inscribed artifacts and their ink 
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rubbings, but all man-made artifacts, reflected a shift away from the methodologies of 
early Qing scholars. This shift was provoked both by a greater awareness of recent 
European and Japanese techniques of artifact study, as well as the growing interest of 
nineteenth century Chinese scholars and connoisseurs in artifacts not traditionally 
collected by the literati.412 If the inclusion of all man-made artifacts expanded the scope 
of jinshi, the explicit definition of jinshi studies as an objective methodology in aid of 
historical inquiry narrowed a field that had long been associated with aesthetic 
appreciation and philology. By defining jinshi as only those inscriptions and artifacts 
made by “ancient peoples,” he fixed his objects of inquiry firmly in the past. At the same 
time, Ma Heng’s approach to artifacts did not merely treat them as resources for 
historical research. He was too focused on the things themselves to fully instrumentalize 
them as evidence for historical arguments.  
 Ma Heng organized his course materials into three sections: bronze and metal 
artifacts, stone artifacts, and other miscellaneous artifacts. His course followed a typology 
of things and not a chronology. Despite this, Ma Heng exhibited the evolutionary 
thinking and new approaches to periodization common amongst Beijing University 
historical studies in the 1920s. For instance, in introducing bronze artifacts, he explained 
that “archeologists” called the stages of human evolution the Stone Age, the Bronze Age, 
and the Steel Age and characterized the ancient Shang and Zhou dynasties as “China’s 
Bronze Age.”413 In introducing various genres of things, however, Ma Heng combined 
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broad historical periodizations with a detail-oriented accumulation of data and an 
encyclopedic review of extant sources typical of Qing era evidential scholarship and its 
emphasis on the detailed collation and review of sources.  
 Information about ancient seals appeared in the section of the course materials 
devoted to bronze artifacts. Ma Heng’s introduction to seals differed from late imperial 
and contemporary writings about them in three major ways. First, he presented seals as 
part of a larger category devoted to “seals and tallies.” Second, he devoted a great deal of 
attention to a discussion of clay seals and recent scholarship about their function. Finally, 
he did not discuss the aesthetics of seal inscriptions or literati seal carving. All of these 
features of his discussion of seals stemmed his emphasis on placing seals and their 
materiality within the context of particular historical periods as opposed to treating them 
with the broader, trans-historic sweep of the connoisseur.414  
 Ma Heng grouped seals and tallies in a single category because they both 
functioned as “articles of trust” (信之物) in ancient China.415 Tallies were artifacts, 
sometimes bearing inscriptions, manufactured in two pieces that fit together, often 
forming the shape of an animal, especially a tiger. The ruler or central government would 
keep one half of the tally and send the other half to civil or military officials who were 
then authorized to act as the ruler’s representative. A seal functioned in similar fashion in 
the sense that the artifact and the imprint corresponded with each other and the imprint 
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415 58. Interestingly, while seals and tallies were not discussed in the treatises on seals published in the 
imperial era and forming a literature of connoisseurship, there was at least one precedent for grouping 
them, the Ming legal statutes on imperial ceremony and sumptuary laws. According to Craig Clunas, this 
was the basis for the ‘Monograph on Carriages and Horses,” of which chapter 4 was devoted to “seals, 






showed the approval of the person who wielded the seal. Discussing seals along with 
tallies, Ma Heng subordinated other attributes of the seal to its historically grounded 
functionality as an object of authentication. In connoisseurship literature about seals, 
tallies are never mentioned. Instead, connoisseurship literature tended toward a 
diachronic description of seals across time, as opposed to a synchronic presentation of 
ancient seals in relation to other types of similar objects.416  
 The emphasis on the historical function of seals also comes through in the 
repeated discussion of fengni, or clay seals. Clay seals were discs of clay bearing the 
imprints of ancient seals. The English translation of “seal” is based on the function of the 
objects in sealing things shut. But none of the Chinese words for seals refer to that 
function and as Ma Heng noted, imperial era scholars did not properly understand how 
seals had functioned. For instance, Duan Yucai, a renowned Qing evidential scholar, 
thought that ancient seals were printed onto cloth as they could not have been pressed 
onto bamboo, which was used for writing before paper.417 He did not know that bamboo 
strips bound together with string were rolled into scrolls that were then sealed shut with 
clay. Ma Heng not only devoted a sub-section of his discussion to clay seals as artifacts, 
he also began his entire discussion of ancient seals with the definition, “Ancient seals 
(xiyin) were for sealing.”418 Later on, he described how clay seals were discovered – 
literally “came out of the ground” – over the past century, and how the scholar Wang 
Guowei correctly identified what they were and how they had functioned in ancient 
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China. Ma Heng further connected the use of clay for sealing to a major shift in the 
materiality of ancient seals. When people finally started printing seals onto paper in the 
Sui-Tang period, seals became much bigger. This shift informed Ma Heng’s three-part 
periodization of seals: pre imperial, Qin and Han through Six Dynasties, and Sui-Tang 
and after.419  
 In presenting an overview of seals from these three periods, Ma Heng carefully 
compiled a set of facts, excluding any commentary that could be deemed subjective or 
related to aesthetic appreciation. Characteristic of his approach to artifact study in general, 
the discussion of seals mixed references to individual artifacts with generalizations about 
groups of artifacts and philological citations of early texts that referenced seals. The 
collecting of seals and the making of seal albums and literati seal carving are not 
discussed. Ma Heng presented very limited material about seals of the Ming and Qing 
dynasties, and when he did refer to Ming and Qing Seals, he spoke strictly of official 
seals. The implication was that literati seal carving and ancient seals served very different 
historical purposes and that the latter was outside the purview of scholarship on 
inscriptions and artifacts.  
 Ma Heng defined epigraphy and artifact study as the study of material culture for 
the sake of amending the text-based historical record. His presentation of seals in his 
Beijing University course, however, only partly bears out the definition of epigraphy and 
artifact study as a sub-discipline of history. In excising subjective commentary and 
discussion of literati seal carving, grouping seals with other objects that served the 
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periodization schema was based more on internal changes in the materiality of seals as opposed to any 




purpose of authentication, and discussing the functionality of seals in binding shut 
bamboo scrolls with clay, Ma Heng took a systematic and objective approach to 
explaining seals within their historical context. The product of Ma Heng’s investigation, 
however, was an accumulation and synthesis of information, as opposed to any original 
claims about ancient society. He did not stray from a focus on the artifacts themselves. In 
concluding his discussion of clay seals, he noted that clay seals, compared with ancient 
seals themselves, more frequently featured inscriptions including geographic place names. 
While he noted that this made them valuable to the scholar of historical geography, he 
himself was not engaged in this kind of scholarship. Instead, his overview of seals and 
their material features mostly conveyed information about seals, and not about geography 
or ancient society.  
 Ma Heng’s approach to artifact study thus retained an antiquarian quality. As 
defined by Alain Schnapp, a scholar of classical (especially Greek) archeology, the 
antiquary “is a collector of works, of images, and even and above all of what we today 
call ‘files,’ various and precise notations that allow us to draw from the objects the 
features, the characteristics that are the very substance of the object.”420 This is a 
reasonable description of Ma Heng’s approach to artifacts. Where he diverged from the 
antiquarian orientation was in his dispassionate approach to the material culture of the 
past. He presented his “files” systematically and without any apparent “personal 
engagement” or desire to “revive the past,” other characteristics of the antiquary 
according to Schnapp.421  
                                                        
420 Alain Schnapp, “The Many Dimensions of the Antiquary’s Practice,” in Miller and Louis, 60. 
 





 Of course, Ma Heng’s course on artifact study was meant to be a broad overview 
for the sake of students. Yet Ma Heng’s own scholarly contributions can similarly be 
seen as placing artifacts, not ancient society, at the center of scholarly inquiry. Ma 
Heng’s main contributions in terms of original research were thing-centered studies of 
inscribed artifacts, which he accessed through rubbings. He conducted research on 
rubbings of the Xiping Stone Classics, stele tablets inscribed with text from the 
Confucian classics during the Han dynasty, when Confucianism first became state 
orthodoxy.422 He also studied rubbings of the Stone Drums, which he argued were 
inscribed in the state of Qin during the Eastern Zhou period. To make this argument, he 
drew on a range of methodologies that typified the study of metal and stone. For instance, 
he compared the characters from the Stone Drum rubbings to characters found on what he 
believed were contemporary bronze inscriptions. He also applied phonetics to his 
periodization of the inscriptions, a methodology facilitated by the fact that the 
inscriptions were poems featuring rhyming characters. His methodology was based on 
painstaking analysis of individual characters of individual artifacts.423 Ma Heng’s original 
research, as well as his overview of jinshixue as the study of artifacts, involved an artifact 
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Reproducing the Irreducible: Visual Albums of Clay Seals 
 In addition to teaching his course on epigraphy and artifact study in the Beijing 
University history department, Ma Heng was appointed as the Chair of the Archeological 
Study Group in 1923. Beijing University was active in promoting the new discipline of 
archeology. Under the National Studies division, archeology was one of five majors 
students could pursue. The school also established an archeological research room and 
envisioned filling it with scientifically excavated and preserved artifacts. Due to financial 
limitations, however, Ma Heng and the Archeological Study Group conducted only a few 
minor excavations of places in the Beijing vicinity.424 The majority of artifacts in the 
Research Room were thus antiquities purchased on the market. This was bemoaned by a 
student writing in the school newsletter: 
The study of ancient objects in China has not been systematic. The use of ancient 
objects has been confined to the amusement of antiques collectors. Although we 
have already stepped out of the mold of these insidious traditional practices and 
know how to use scientific methods to conduct research, due to financial 
constraints, we cannot ourselves initiate excavations and take the step of 
collecting evidence from the actual land [where objects are uncovered]. All the 
materials used in the [archeological] research room have been acquired through 
purchase from merchants. The place the artifacts came from and their relationship 
to each other is not easy to know, and for this reason, progress is difficult.425 
 
Due to the limitations of finances, the preservation and publication of artifacts that were 
not scientifically excavated was the main contribution of Beijing University to the field 
of archeology in the 1920s and 1930s.  
 Although Ma Heng had already changed professions, becoming Director of the 
Palace Museum in 1933, he compiled an album of clay seals for Beijing University 
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featuring artifacts collected in the Archeological Research Room.426 The 1934 album, 
titled Clay Seals Truly Presented provides more evidence of how Ma Heng did and did 
not differ from previous scholars in his approach to seals as objects of scholarship.427 The 
two main features distinguishing this publication from other seal albums, including other 
albums of clay seals, were the use of photography and the reproduction of both the 
inscribed and non-inscribed surfaces of the object. Yet these attributes corresponded with 
the emphasis on visual epistemology and the surface particularity of artifacts that had 
characterized album making in earlier generations. Clay Seals Truly Presented shared 
with earlier albums of ancient seals, and earlier clay seal albums, the characteristics of 
comprehensiveness and precision in the visual reproduction of artifacts in all their surface 
detail. Comprehensiveness meant that artifacts were reproduced even if they were 
multiples, damaged, or previously published. Precision meant that emphasis was put on 
the authentic visual reproduction of inscriptions, though what this meant changed over 
time. The albums reproduced the irreducible, or made artifacts visible in all their 
multiplicity and detail.  
 Ma Heng’s Clay Seals Truly Presented was by no means the first to present visual 
reproductions of clay seals. The ten volume Research Sketches on Clay Seals, published 
in 1904, was the first album to feature rubbings of clay seal inscriptions. This album 
elucidates the scholarly and visual culture of epigraphy ascendant in the evidential studies 
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427 Guoli Beijing daxue yanjiuyuan wenshi bu, ed., Guoli Beijing daxue yanjiuyuan wenshi congkan di er 
zhong Fengni cunzhen (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1934). In the back-matter of the publication, Ma 
Heng is not listed as editor. The Beijing University Academy of History and Literature is listed as editor. 
But we know from Ma Heng himself that he did more than simply provide the preface to the volume. In his 
article “Tan ke yin,” to be examined below, he calls this album “Clay Seals Truly Presented, edited by 




movement and still vital in the twentieth century and provides a useful contrast to Ma 
Heng’s later contribution. Research Sketches featured ink rubbings of 849 artifacts, 
mostly from the Han dynasty. They were all from the collections of Chen Jieqi and Wu 
Shifen, two prominent epigraphic antiquarians with large collections of antiquities. The 
rubbings appeared one to a page accompanied by a collector’s seal indicating whose 
collection the seal belonged in, Chen’s or Wu’s. The text of the inscription was printed in 
regular script to the right of the rubbing and a textual explication of the seal, also printed 
in regular script, appeared to the left of the rubbing.  
 The rubbings were grouped into categories based on the text of the inscriptions, 
which revealed them to be imprints from either official or private seals. The official seals 
were organized according to different official titles and ranks. For instance, volumes 
three and four consisted entirely of clay seals organized under the category of Han 
Dynasty Clay Seals of Prefectural Officials 漢郡國官印封泥, starting with Prefectural 
Magistrates 郡守 and followed by Prefecture Chiefs 郡太守 and eighteen other 
categories of officials at the level of the prefecture.428 In addition to official titles, many 
of the inscriptions featured the names of administrative locales in which the various 
officials served. Most of the textual explications that accompanied the visual copies of 
the clay seals as rubbings were notes about the official titles and place names based on 
comparison with canonical sources of history, especially the Geography section of the 
History of the Former Han [Hanshu].429 For instance, one note read: “The clay seal at 
right has five characters, reading Seal of the Jiangxia Prefect Chief. According to the 
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429 This was the first canonical dynastic history, authored by Ban Gu (AD 32-92). It was the major source 





Geography section of the History of the Former Han, Emperor Gao put Jiangxia 
prefecture under the jurisdiction of the Jingzhou prefect chief.”430 In the third volume of 
Research Sketches, forty-four of the ninety-nine rubbings were accompanied by 
references from the History of the Former Han.431 These references typified the 
methodology of image/text collation: the album juxtaposed rubbings of the clay seal 
inscriptions with corresponding data from a textual record. It did so without incorporating 
the information thus produced into an argument or historical narrative.  
 In the album, each and every clay seal is treated as a valuable object, regardless of 
the content or legibility of its inscription. Many of the clay seals featured the same text 
and may have even been impressions from a single seal. For instance, in volume three, 
four rubbings in a row featured clay seals bearing the same inscription: Seal of Jinan 
Prefect Chief 濟南太守章.432 The first two rubbings come from well-preserved clay seals 
and the characters are very clear [Figure 23]. The second two are damaged, but enough 
of the inscription was left intact to identify the five characters. The next two rubbings 
came from clay seals so damaged that some of characters were impossible to identify 
[Figure 24]. For the first, about half of the artifact was intact, so an educated guess was 
made about the full inscription. The textual explication read, “The clay seal at right has 
five characters, reading Seal of [] South Prefect Chief. The character above South (nan) 
might be ru or ji or he. It is uncertain. [The clay seal is thus] appended to Jinan Prefect 
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431 Some of the rubbings that were not accompanied by references from the Hanshu were duplicates (the 
text of the inscription was the same as other artifacts), as explained before.  
 





Chief.”433 This was followed by the rubbing of a clay seal that was only one quarter intact, 
with parts of two characters visible. The explication reads, “The clay seal at right has five 
characters, reading [] South [tai] shou [zhang]. It is appended to Jinan Prefect Chief.”434 
The inclusion of duplicates and damaged inscriptions shows that the artifacts were valued 


















                                                        
433 33b. Runan, Jinan, and Henan were all place names.  
 
434 34a.  
Figure 23: Rubbings from intact clay seals 
 
















Figure 24: Rubbings from damaged clay seals 
 
From: Chen Jieqi and Wu Shifen, Fengni kaolue, vol. 3, 33b-34a. 
 
 
Each clay seal had a unique identity as an antique object and the visual reproduction of 
each and every object was the primary content of the album, not the textual explications. 
The textual explications in Research Sketches did not only provide information, 
but also contributed to the visual dynamic of the album. The research notes printed in 
standardized regular script created a visual contrast with the rubbings of the inscriptions. 
The contrast heightened the viewer’s sense of the uniqueness of the clay seal inscriptions 
with their distinctly archaic and non-standardized appearance. The uniqueness of 
individual clay seals was also highlighted by the pairing of each rubbing with the mark of 




temporal affinity between the ancient and the contemporary. Just as the clay seals were 
used to authenticate the wooden tablets they held shut millennia ago, the collector’s seals 
authenticated the rubbings by indicating whose collection they came from and signaling 
the fact that the clay seals had been appraised and deemed true antiquities by epigraphers 
of known regard. Moreover, because the collector seals featured archaic calligraphy 
inspired by ancient inscriptions, they showed how the aesthetic spirit of antiquity was 
alive in the present. This aesthetic continuity was also highlighted by the inner title page 
of the albums, which featured the title written in seal-script calligraphy. The presentation 
of clay seals in Research Sketches and the textual notes about them point to the 
persistence of a scholarly interest in the particularity of artifacts, a tendency toward 
encyclopedic coverage in the study and visual reproduction of such artifacts, and an 
emotional attachment to artifacts as direct material traces of antiquity.  
 Thirty years later, Ma Heng’s album, Clay Seals Truly Preserved, used 
photography to further the project begun with the publication of clay seals from the 
antiquarian collections of Chen Jieqi and Wu Shifen. Ma Heng’s album featured both 
rubbings and photographs of 170 clay seals archived in Beijing University’s 
Archeological Research Room. Most of these clay seals had been previously featured in 
other published albums. Over 100 were reproduced as rubbings for a 1913 album 
published by the renowned antiquarian scholar and collector Luo Zhenyu. A smaller 
number had appeared in the 1904 Research Sketches on Clay Seals. According to Ma 
Heng’s preface to the 1904 album, only twelve of the 170 artifacts were being published 
for the first time. What was the contribution of a new album featuring the same artifacts 




the use of photography and the photographic presentation of the inscribed and non-
inscribed surfaces of the clay seals. He faulted earlier albums for not presenting the true 
appearance of the objects. In comparison, he wrote that the Beijing University album 
featured both “lovingly-produced rubbings of seal inscriptions” and “photographs of the 
seals’ actual appearance…for the benefit of readers who wish to seek [knowledge of] the 
use of ancient seals and also consider the design of bamboo slip books.”435 In other words, 
the album’s value lay in the comparative completeness and mechanical objectivity of the 
visual reproductions. Ma Heng did not present its value in terms of the utility of seals for 
amending the historical record.436   
 Following the preface and table of contents, each page of Clay Seals Truly 
Preserved featured two clay seals with each clay seal presented in three different ways. 
At the top of each column was a photo-offset reproduction of the rubbing from one clay 
seal. Below that was a photograph of the inscribed surface of the seal and below that was 
a rubbing of the non-inscribed surface of the clay seal. No text or explications 
accompanied the visual reproductions. Compared to the rubbings, the inscriptions appear 
less distinct in the photographs. Yet the photographs, by capturing light and shadow, 
provided a better sense of the three-dimensional materiality of the objects. The 
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publication came at a time when photography was gaining widespread acceptance as an 
objective technology of reproduction both in China and beyond.437  
 By including photographs of the non-inscribed surfaces of the clay seals, the 
album provided visual evidence to back up arguments already made by Wang Guowei 
about what clay seals were. Wang Guowei was the first to argue that clay seals were discs 
of clay impressed with seals and used to secure text-bearing bamboo strips that were 
laced together with thread and secured as a scroll with cords of leather or silk. Many of 
the photographs of the non-inscribed surfaces in the album do indeed show linear 
recesses where the clay had once been pressed into bamboo slips or the cords that bound 
them [Figure 25]. The photographs thus presented visual documentation of an argument 
that was made elsewhere in writing. The simple, but unprecedented, decision to 
reproduce the non-inscribed surfaces of the clay seals made a statement about how 
objects should be studied. It bore out Ma Heng’s argument that the study of artifacts 
should not limit its purview to inscriptions, but should include all things made by 
historical actors.  
 Other than presenting visual evidence in support of an argument previously made, 
Ma Heng’s Beijing University album of clay seals did not break new ground in the 
interpretation or analysis of clay seals. As with earlier seal albums, its purpose was the 
convenient visual presentation and reproduction of artifacts.  
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Figures 25: Rubbings and photographs from clay seals in Ma 
Heng’s album 
 




While the artifacts themselves were housed in a single collection, the institutional 
collection of Beijing University in this case, the visual reproductions of the clay seal’s 
“actual appearance” could circulate more widely. And as with earlier seal albums, the 
circulation of ancient objects through visual copies made them available for uses beyond 
the objective research of ancient society. They could be appreciated for their aesthetics, 
admired for their antiquity, and used as calligraphic models. The visual reproduction of 
the objects in all their particularity ensured their relevance to both the scholar and the 
artist.  
 Though Ma Heng defined epigraphy and artifact study as the study of inscriptions 
and antiquities for the sake of historical research, he was not a historian primarily 
occupied with the study of past societies. He did not use artifacts to research antiquity. 
He used artifacts to research artifacts and reproduced artifacts for the sake of their 
reproduction. He was concerned first and foremost with the materiality of things and their 
authentication and in his research he more often accumulated evidence about things as 
opposed to using things as historical evidence. For these reasons, it is no surprise that Ma 
Heng concluded his career not as an academic, teaching courses in history or archeology, 
but as director of the Palace Museum.   
 
Scientific Visions: Archeology and Oracle Bone Inscriptions 
 If Ma Heng’s approach to artifact study emphasized the irreducible particularity 
of individual artifacts, the modern field of archeology promoted a different approach to 
artifacts, scholarly publishing, and visual reproductions. In the 1930s, as Ma Heng was 




concluding its major archeological excavations of the ancient Shang dynasty capital at 
Yinxu, Henan province. The extraordinary successes of these excavations provided the 
scholars involved, including the American educated archeologist Li Ji, an opportunity to 
educate the scholarly community in China about modern archeology, its methodologies, 
and its disciplinary boundaries. In an article published in a series of reports issued during 
the excavations, Li Ji defined archeology against Qing metal and stone studies. “There 
are quite a few contemporary Chinese scholars,” Li Ji wrote, “who maintain a sort of 
common misapprehension about archeology. They believe archeology is simply another 
term for epigraphic antiquarianism (jinshi)...in actuality, the relationship between jinshi 
and modern archeology is like the relationship between alchemy and modern chemistry 
or herbology and modern botany. Alchemy and herbology have their own value in the 
history of scholarship, but there are certainly no people who would say they are the same 
as chemistry and botany.”438 Li Ji saw epigraphic antiquarianism as a pseudoscientific or 
protoscientific approach to artifacts, while modern archeology was a true science.   
  The scientific excavation of artifacts was a key way in which modern archeology 
defined itself against earlier methodologies of artifact study. But if archeology differed 
from metal and stone studies in the way objects were excavated, it also differed in the 
way research was conducted and presented. An overview of the scholarly methodologies 
and approaches to visual reproduction in archeological reports on the Yinxu excavations, 
published in four volumes by The National Research Institute of History and Philology of 
the Academia Sinica in 1929, 1930, 1931, and 1933 provides a clear contrast to Ma 
Heng’s approach to artifact study. The archeological reports provide evidence in support 
                                                        





of an argument made by Bruno Latour and others that science is in many ways anti-visual 
because of the value scientists place on analytical abstractions. Latour has suggested that 
modern science is characterized, and even defined by, a relentless paring away of 
particulars in favor of a “cascade of ever simplified inscriptions that allow harder facts to 
be produced at greater cost.”439 We see this process of abstraction at work in the 
excavation reports published by the Academia Sinica, which focused on textual analysis 
over the visual reproduction of artifacts and inscriptions.440  
 The most important artifacts unearthed at the Yinxu site were “oracle bones,” the 
animal bones and turtle shells used for purposes of divination during the Shang dynasty. 
Oracle bones were inscribed with writing even more ancient than that found on ancient 
bronzes, stele, and seals. Scholars had already made progress in deciphering and 
interpreting the oracle bone script by the time the institutionally sponsored excavations 
took place. This early progress depended on access to published visual albums that 
reproduced rubbings of the oracle bone inscriptions, in the manner of seal albums, the 
first being the 1903 album Tieyun’s Collection of Plastron’s. Although archeologists 
benefited from this earlier research on the oracle bones, the Academia Sinica team did 
not likewise prioritize the reproduction of artifacts as they were excavated. The visual 
logic of the excavation reports involved the embedding of illustrative scientific images, 
including stratigraphic maps [Figure 26], photographs of excavation sites, and 
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440 The four volumes of the excavation reports totaled 734 pages and included reports on such topics as 
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reproductions of representative artifacts, within a predominately textual presentation of 

















                                                        
441 For instance, volume I featured foldout scaled maps created by a surveyor, including a topographical 
map of the area and a map showing the depths penetrated at the various dig sites. The map follows 47. 
Subsequent volumes included additional maps, including a stratigraphic map in volume 2 that divided the 
underground strata into the two major categories of “culture level,” from which artifacts were excavated 
and “yellow clay level,” and identified 25 different kinds of earth and other deposits and their locations 
below ground. This foldout map is between pages 245 and 255 of Zhang Weiran’s article “Research on 
Yinxu Stratigraphy,” 253-286. An article by Li Ji in volume four was accompanied by ten photographs of 
different excavation sites. One photograph, from site A, showed nothing but the deep rectangular chasm 
where the excavators had dug. The photographs are appended to “Anyang zhujin fajue baogao ji liuci 
gongzuo zhi zong guji,” 559-578.  
 
Figure 26: Stratigraphic map of Anyang excavation site 
 




  One feature prepared by Dong Zuobin, published in volume one, did include 
visual reproductions of oracle bone inscriptions, but even in this case, the visual logic of 
the reproductions diverged from albums of inscriptions compiled by antiquarians.442 The 
381 oracle bones and inscriptions pictured by Dong were not the product of a mechanical 


















                                                        
442 Dong Zuobin, “Xin huo bu ci xieben,” Anyang fajue baogao 1 (1929): 131-182.  
 
Figure 27: Dong Zuobin’s hand-drawn illustrations of oracle bones 
 




The illustrations of artifacts were numbered, 1 through 381, and featured Dong Zuobin’s 
illustrations of the inscriptions. The rough outline of the broken bones shards and the 
hand-drawn copy of the text was all that Dong reproduced. Compared to Ma Heng’s 
visualization of clay seals through rubbings and photographs, these illustrations made no 
pretense to presenting the “true appearance” of the inscribed bones. The more accurate 
reproduction of the artifacts was not necessary to convince the viewer of the authenticity 
of the inscriptions, for this was assured by the context of an institutionally-sponsored 
excavation using scienfic methods. The illustrated oracle bones eschewed a more precise 
rendering of the surface detail of the artifacts and their inscriptions to present the 
inscriptions more clearly and presumably more quickly. Although the numbered 
illustrations appeared first within the journals, followed by a textual afterword by Dong 
Zuobin that outlined his preliminary research on the oracle bones, the images were made 
subsidiary to the text.443  
 Dong Zuobin’s method in presenting his illustrations and research reversed the 
relationship between text and image apparent in the clay seal album Research Sketches 
on Clay Seals. In that album, the visualizations of the clay seals were central to the 
publication and the research sketches appeared as artifact-centered-notations alongside 
each prominently centered visual copy. In contrast, Dong’s rough illustrations of oracle 
bones created a pool of data that allowed him to conveniently footnote particular oracle 
bones in his synthetic presentation of research in the afterword. By numbering the 
illustrations of oracle bones, Dong was able to refer back to them in a way that did not 
disrupt the flow of his narrative or prevent him from compactly tabulating data. Consider, 
                                                        





for instance, the third section of the afterword, which discussed the inscriptions of the 
newly uncovered artifacts. It is divided into three sections, one on recording the content 
of the inscriptions, one on philological analysis of discreet inscribed characters, and one 
on the evolution of the character “ji,” or auspicious, in the newly uncovered artifacts.444 
The first section recorded the text of ninety-nine of the illustrated inscriptions out of the 
total 381. Dong chose to gloss those particular ninety-nine inscriptions because they 
represented nine categories of divinatory content that fit into established types, including 
sacrifices, agriculture and hunting, and rain. We see from this presentation of information 
that of all the newly uncovered oracle bones, seven had inscriptions related to divinations 
regarding rain. As with the other categories, the text of these seven inscriptions (e.g. “rain 
this month,” “no rain on the wushen day”) are listed and labeled by number.445 Instead of 
glossing all of the inscriptions, as in Research on Clay Seals, Dong only glossed 
particular inscriptions representing set categories, and instead of providing the glosses 
next to the image, he provided them in a compact list, with reference to the numbered 
artifacts. This approach was viewed by Dong and his collaborators as comparatively 
systematic: the reader would not have to read or skim through each and every inscription 
to get a sense of which ones had content related to rain, for the information was already 
tabulated.  
 Dong also presented his research on the evolution of the character “ji” in the form 
of a table, which demonstrated a genealogical relationship between variants of the written 
character, with one variant branching off into five, which then branched off into ten, and 








so on [Figure 28].446 In the table, many of the discreet versions of the character “ji” were 
footnoted with numbers referring back to either Dong’s illustrations or to previously 
compiled albums of oracle bones. In Dong’s afterword, he used a single character to 
make the point that multiple variations on the form of characters had emerged well before 
the age of inscribed bronze vessels. His table worked by distilling the relationship 
between discreet units of information – the appearance of the character “ji” culled from 
multiple oracle bone inscriptions – as opposed to making observations about particular 
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Figure 28: Evolution of the character “ji” as presented by Dong Zuobin 
 




 Dong Zuobin’s visual reproduction and citation practices demonstrate a break 
from a visual logic of precise reproduction of artifacts in favor of a more illustrative 
visual sampling accompanying an argument-based text. Although Dong Zuobin’s 
presentation of the images first followed by his “afterword” recalled the methodology of 
artifact-centered-notation, Dong’s afterword was a presentation of research based on a 
body of visual evidence and not a piece-by-piece examination of individual inscriptions 
or their reproductions. Dong Zuobin’s presentation of research thus conforms to 
observations made by Cai Yuanpei about the methodology of modern archeology in his 
introduction to the journal. Cai Yuanpei acknowledged that China had a scholarly field 
resembling archeology as early as the Song dynasty. He then argued that the scholarship 
produced in China since the Song dynasty was limited by the fact that it developed in 
isolation from the natural sciences, as opposed to “western historical and humanistic 
studies” which developed after the rise of natural science.447  
 According to Cai, the published texts of the excavation reports – and he 
specifically referred to “texts” – showed the direction of Chinese archeology in a 
scientific age. The writings of Dong Zuobin and Li Ji were characterized by a question-
based approach unprecedented in Chinese studies of the past. They argued from the point 
of view of the entirety and not the particular. In making this point, Cai specifically 
contrasted the modern archeologist with “people who studied writing in the past” and 
their tendency to “invariably take note of each and every character and hardly ever pay 
attention to their systematic nature.”448 Cai wrote, “currently Mr. Li is most concerned 
                                                        







with solving the problem of the stratum of [the excavation sites at] Xiaotun, believing 
that this is the key to solving all other questions. Beginning with this inquiry [into 
underground conditions], Mr. Dong is concerned with how the writing [on the artifacts] 
got to their strata, and has established that it is the result of alluviation.”449 After further 
excavations, Dong’s hypothesis about an alluvial explanation for the distribution of 
uncovered artifacts was disproven. But the inaccuracy of the hypothesis was irrelevant to 
Cai’s point that the methodology of Dong Zuobin and the other archeologists was to 
“seize hold of questions comprehensively, instead of fathoming one piece after the 
other.”450 Here, Cai Yuanpei verged on directly critiquing the methodology of 
reproducing inscriptions in albums and commenting on particular inscriptions in the 
manner of artifact-centered-notations.   
 Cai Yuanpei was not entirely fair in his blanket assessment of the contributions of 
earlier generations of Chinese scholars to the study of antiquity.451 But it is easy to see 
where his description of scholars lavishing attention to individual inscriptions and 
artifacts came from. The approach to knowledge production that characterized 
antiquarian studies and evidential scholarship was often multiplicative as opposed to 
integrative. Scholars valued the production of copies of artifacts and commented on 
discreet objects. In this methodology of multiplicative and encyclopedic knowledge 





451 Dong Zuobin, for instance, spoke in very laudatory terms about the contributions of the antiquarian 
scholar Luo Zhenyu to the field of oracle bone studies and to scholarship in general. He defended Luo 
Zhenu against charges that he plagiarized Wang Guowei’s scholarship in an overview of the history and 
progress of oracle bone studies. Dong Zuobin acknowledged that Luo Zhenyu was the first Chinese scholar 
who had considerable success in deciphering oracle bone characters and sentences and acknowledged the 
truth behind Luo Zhenyu’s assertion that correctly deciphering individual characters was the foundation of 
understanding the oracle bones. See Dong Zuobin, Fifty Years of Study in Oracle Inscriptions (Tokyo: 
Centre for East Asian Cultural Studies, 1964), 60. Chapter 3 of the book is devoted to “Knowledge Gained 




production, scholarship easily blurred with creativity. Albums collated as scholarly 
archives of ancient writing became sources of inspiration for artistic expression. 
Calligraphers and seal carvers who excelled at seal script calligraphy were not just skilled 
with compositional aesthetics or with the carving knife; they had deep knowledge of the 
appearance of old forms of writing. Calligraphic archaism was simply another way of 
commenting on and reproducing inscriptions. Cai Yuanpei rejected what he saw as a 
surfeit of attention to discreet artifacts and inscriptions and praised a more question-based, 
and comprehensive analysis as a scientific approach to the study of the past.  
 The excavation reports of the Academia Sinica substantiate Latour’s argument 
that science demands the paring away of detail, including visual detail. Modern 
archeologists insisted that their work differed from that of epigraphic antiquarianism and 
their attempts to draw boundaries around their profession and their scholarly field turned 
not only on the archeological work they did – i.e. scientific excavations – but on how the 
fruits of that work was presented and the relationship between images and text in their 
scholarship. Although Ma Heng had led Beijing University’s Archeological Study Group 
and a couple of small scale excavations, his expertise was ultimately deemed insufficient 
for taking on a more significant role in the field of modern archeology. He had, in fact, 
applied to lead the Academia Sinica excavation team, and was one of two final 
candidates considered by Cai Yuanpei for the position. But Cai Yuanpei chose Li Ji, with 
his credentials from an American university, over Ma Heng.452 In reading Cai Yuanpei’s 
preface to the excavation reports, wherein he disparages the methodology of attentive 
study of individual objects and characters, it is easy to see why Cai Yuanpei chose the 
way he did.  
                                                        





The Scholar at His Leisure: Disciplinary Confusion in an Age of Professionalization 
 
 In contrast to the Academia Sinica archeologists and their problem-centered 
approach to analyzing excavated artifacts, Ma Heng’s methodology centered on artifacts 
themselves. It is fitting, then, that he concluded his professional career as the director of 
the Palace Museum. Museum work provided a professional venue that complemented Ma 
Heng’s expertise in the close study of discreet artifacts and their authentication. As 
Palace Museum director, Ma Heng coordinated the inventory, movement, storage, and 
exhibition of the imperial collection of artifacts before and during China’s war with 
Japan. After the conclusion of the war, Ma returned to Beijing where he would remain 
even after the Nationalist government relocated to Taiwan. 
 During the war, in 1944, Ma Heng published an article titled “On Carving Seals” 
in a journal devoted to National Studies and edited by Wei Juxian, a Qinghua University 
trained archeologist and linguist.453 Much of the article reworked the material on ancient 
seals that Ma Heng integrated into his Beijing University course on artifact study.454 
Indeed, despite the title of the article, Ma Heng spent almost no time discussing the actual 
carving of seals. In fact his main argument in the article was that the carving of seals with 
a knife was trivial and that the best seal carvers focused primarily on the composition of 
                                                        
453 The journal, titled Shuowen Monthly, a reference to the Han etymological dictionary Shuowen jiezi, was 
started during the war with the expressed purpose of not letting the war impact the output of scholarship. Its 
editor and frequent contributor, Wei Juxian was the author of a general introduction to archeology first 
published in 1937. Wei Juxian, Zhongguo kaoguxue shi (Beijing: Tuanjie chubanshe, 2005). Ma Heng’s 
article, titled Tan keyin [On Carving Seals], was published in volume four. The citations that follow are 
from the reprint included in Han Tianheng, Lidai yinxue lunwen xuan, 481-497. 
 
454 As in his course materials, Ma Heng provided a periodization schema for his discussion of seals. In the 
article, he outlined four periods instead of the three he had previously identified. The four periods were 1) 
pre-Qin (before the unification of script), 2) Qin through the Northern and Southern Dynasties period, 3) 
Sui through Yuan, and 4) Ming and Qing. The difference from his previous periodization schema was the 
addition of a Ming-Qing category. Ma Heng added that the periodization was based on official seals. He 




the seal’s archaic script. Although Ma Heng began his discussion by bemoaning the 
conflation of seal carving with the study of metal and stone inscriptions, he clearly saw 
the study of artifacts and the making of seals as activities that should be closely related. 
This was because he emphasized the importance of accurately rendered seal script. His 
visceral distaste for poorly executed archaic script stemmed from his scholarly approach 
to artifacts, which gave him an ingrained sense of the correct and incorrect ways of 
writing archaic text. He believed that writing ancient characters in an improper way was 
downright immoral. So while Ma Heng engaged ancient inscriptions objectively as a 
scholar, his relationship to ancient and archaic writing exceeded scholarly objectivity.   
 Just as Li Ji objected to the conflation of modern archeology with the study of 
jinshi, Ma Heng objected to the conflation of the study of jinshi with the carving of seals. 
He wrote,  
I often hear people say, ‘a person good at carving seals is the jinshi scholar of 
today.’ The general populace takes the carving of seals to be the study of jinshi. In 
reality, how can something that consists merely of an iron pen - the carving knife 
- and a few seal stones be called by the name of jinshi? This explanation cannot 
avoid a shallow view of the study of jinshi. Jinshi refers to writings in metal and 
to stele. Writings in metal are the writings found on bronze artifacts dating from 
the Zhou dynasty. Stele contain writings carved into stone dating from the Qin 
and Han. Whenever those who study history meet with the frustrations of 
incomplete historical documents, they must search for historical materials other 
than books. Writings on metal and stone are the records of contemporaries or 
what is called primary historical sources, and their degree of reliability is actually 
greatly superior to the writings passed down haphazardly in books. Research into 
this type of primary historical source begins to merit the name of the study of 
jinshi.455 
 
                                                        
455 Ma Heng, “Tan ke yin,” 482. The article was originally published in 1944 in the journal Shuowen 
yuekan. Edited by the archeologist and epigraphist Wei Juxian, it was published during wartime with the 
stated goal of not letting the war negatively impact scholarly output. The title of the journal refers to the 
etymological dictionary, the Shuowen jiezi. The journal was devoted to “national studies” including 





Here, Ma Heng recapitulated his definition of jinshi as the study of material culture for 
the sake of amending the text-based historical record, though in this case, he defined 
jinshi more narrowly as inscribed artifacts and not as artifacts in general. He did not deny 
that a seal carver could be a scholar and in fact insisted that good seal carvers were 
scholars of metal and stone inscriptions. At the same time, not all seal carvers qualified as 
scholars in Ma Heng’s eyes because “knife work (daofa 刀法) is a technology, what is 
today called handicraft (shouyi 手藝). Practice it for a few months and you can achieve 
proficiency. As for research into the forms of seal characters and the study of seal script, 
these things are related to scholarship”456 For Ma Heng, contemporary seal carvers who 
overemphasized knife work fundamentally misapprehended the core qualities of a seal. 
“In the last few decades,” he wrote, “seal carvers have only talked about knife method, 
assuming that if one can use the knife, then that is sufficient skill for carving seals. They 
do not understand that the important thing that makes a seal a seal is the seal script.”457 In 
other words, Ma Heng rejected the idea of seal carving as art, or more specifically, a 
practice in which carving and the calligraphic composition of ancient script were equally 
important.  
 Ma Heng condemned seal carvers who intentionally or unintentionally carved 
archaic characters in the wrong way. They contributed to a “trend of trickery.” To combat 
this trend, he wrote, “seal carvers have their morals that they should possess, their 
learning that they should attain, and rules that they should follow.” Ma Heng then laid out 
three major principles making up an ethical code of the seal carver. First, the origins of 
                                                        







archaic seal script characters should be respected. Second, while it was good to imitate 
characters from ancient seals, seal carvers must take care to render the characters 
appropriately or else they would be “laughed at for not recognizing characters.” Finally, 
the composition of the seal script needed to be prioritized over the execution of the knife 
work.458 In short, Ma Heng believed that seal carving should be an expression of 
scholarly knowledge of ancient writing.  
 Ma Heng’s concern for the integrity of ancient writing stemmed from his artifact-
centered scholarly methodology. While he repeatedly defined the study of jinshi as 
objective research on artifacts and inscriptions as historical sources, Ma Heng’s primary 
objective as a scholar was to exhaustively study things through detailed observation and 
comparison. Analyzing artifacts as historical sources and integrating them into larger 
historical arguments was not really central to his methodology. Ma Heng’s close analysis 
of thousands of rubbings and thousands of ancient characters over his life and career 
helped him cultivate a tacit sense of whether or not a character looked right. Seals that 
rendered ancient script forms in ways that diverged from how they actually appeared on 
ancient artifacts violated this sense of rightness. This violation was especially troubling to 
Ma Heng because he had faith in seals as a technology of authentication, or “things that 
establish trust,” and felt that seals that were not carved in seal script or were carved 
incorrectly failed to serve that purpose.459 He was also concerned that “terrible” 
collectors’ seals would “defile” old books, painting, and calligraphy.  
                                                        
458 497. 
 





 Since he believed the accurate presentation of ancient script was key to a quality 
and properly functional seal, Ma Heng argued that the seal carver should be a scholar 
who carved seals as an amateur. He wrote, “seal carving is the leisure activity of the 
scholar who researches characters, it need not become a specialization.”460 But as Ma 
Heng was well aware, the actual amateur seal carver was now the consumer of how-to 
guides, hobbyists who did not necessarily have any special knowledge of ancient writing. 
Many of the best seal carvers, who were most knowledgeable about ancient inscriptions, 
meanwhile, were professionals who carved seals on commission for an expanded 
audience. These professionals took the visual aesthetics of their seals seriously and saw 
the relationship between the visual appeal of a seal composition as deriving from skill in 
the use of the knife, and not just mastery of ancient writing.  
 Still, the disciplinary confusion between seal carving and jinshi would extend to 
future generations to be addressed by yet another director of the Xiling Seal Society, Sha 
Menghai, who would once again encourage a proper rectification of the terminology in a 
speech marking the occasion of that institution’s eighty-year anniversary.  
Because those who practice this art [of seal carving] have a sort of ‘inferiority 
complex,’ because they are afraid of being laughed at for practicing ‘an 
insignificant skill of no value,’ and because research on ancient seals is a 
component part of the study of jinshi, seal artists (zhuanke jia) often stand behind 
the signboard of jinshi studies. For a long time they have taken themselves to be 
jinshi scholars, and other people have also given them that laudatory title. The 
truth of the matter is, that which has been called the study of jinshi since the Song 
dynasty mainly refers to the study of Shang and Zhou bronze vessels and 
historical stele. It only has a very small relationship to seal art and the two cannot 
be equated. The study of jinshi is a field related to historical studies and 
archeology and the study of seal art is a field related to fine arts. While there is a 
relationship between the two, they are not a single thing…the study of seal art is 
                                                        





an independent art and has its own scholarly status and does not need to borrow 
the “old-time brand” 老招牌 of the jinshi scholar.461  
 
As a calligrapher, Sha Menghai put his attempt to disassociated seal carving and the 
study of metal and stone inscriptions in a positive frame. Unlike Ma Heng, who belittled 
the carving of seals as an irrelevant handicraft easily picked up, Sha Menghai insisted 
that seal carving, as an art, had its own value that extended beyond its connection to the 
study of inscriptions. Despite this difference, both Ma Heng and Sha Menghai 
characterized the disciplinary categories that they were trying to more clearly distinguish 
as things with an objective existence as opposed to historically constructed categories that 
were inherently unstable and sometimes unsuited to representing practices that had 
emerged under different epistemological conditions.  
 While Sha Menghai attributed the persistent confusion over the disciplinary 
boundaries between seal carving and jinshi to a sort of “inferiority complex” on the part 
of seal carvers, it also had to do with the uncertain status of metal and stone inscription 
studies in relation to the modern social sciences. Methodologies of metal and stone 
studies as practiced by Ma Heng and other leading scholars representing the field were 
intensely concerned with the characteristics of discreet material artifacts, in the absence 
of a larger historical or social framework. Seal carvers openly embraced this 
methodology of intensive study of discreet artifacts as part of the expertise of a master 
seal carver. The latest research on seals as ancient artifacts was immediately integrated 
into seal carving manuals and ancient artifacts reproduced in albums immediately used as 
                                                        





inspiration for seal carving compositions.462 Historians and archeologists had a more 
ambivalent opinion of the value of methodologies that produced and reproduced discreet 
artifact-centered notations and visual reproductions as scholarly contributions. In an age 
of hardening boundaries between modern disciplines, seal carving continued to be 
associated with the imperial era field of jinshi, but the status of jinshi as a scholarly 
discipline was not secure. Seal carving as a genre of Chinese fine arts absorbed the more 
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Kong Yunbai’s Seal Carving Basics [Zhuanke rumen], featured a full section on clay seals, including 
illustrations (41-43). Some of the description of clay seals in the manual is identical to that used in Ma 










 During World War II, members of the Xiling Seal Society, the first specialized 
institution devoted to seals and inscribed artifacts, discontinued their biannual meetings 
in Hangzhou. The property was all but abandoned, though it did not fall into total 
disrepair thanks to a caretaker, Ye Qiusheng, and his family. The Ye family had long 
managed the property’s daily upkeep, receiving as compensation proceeds from the sale 
of snacks, tea, and souvenirs, including cultural commodities like seal albums and 
rubbings. As for the Xiling Seal Society members, it was not until after the war, in 1947, 
that they once again gathered on the banks of the West Lake to belatedly celebrate the 
institution’s forty-year anniversary. In the two years that followed, the co-founders Ye 
Ming and Ding Ren would both pass away. Only one of the original four founders, Wang 
Fu’an, would live out his old age under the People’s Republic of China.463  
 It was Wang Fu’an who, along with Wu Zhenping, owner of the Xiling Seal 
Society Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, would “request” that the Communist government 
take possession of the private institution’s property in 1951. Thenceforth, the Xiling Seal 
Society was no longer the corporate property of its members. Instead, its land came under 
the jurisdiction of the Public Works division responsible for the administration of 
gardens. Its collection was nationalized under the Zhejiang Province Cultural Relics 
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Management Committee. In the early 1950s, the Xiling Seal Society’s grounds became 
nothing but another West Lake scenic spot.464 
 One year before the transfer of property, a travel magazine had published an essay 
about a tour of the West Lake that seemed to portend the dissolving of the institution. The 
author, Ren Huiyin, discussed his rather negative impressions of the Xiling Seal Society’s 
garden landscape and the generic literati culture it evoked. “China’s scholar officials,” he 
complained, “did not resemble Europeans with their taste for adventure, mountain 
climbing, hunting and horse riding.” Instead, they were particular about creating artificial 
landscapes, as exemplified by the Xiling Seal Society, where “every stone and every 
blade of grass displays ingenuity.” The effect “cannot be called unattractive,” but the site, 
nevertheless, betrayed the turpitude of an inertial literati culture:  
On the one hand, these literati were truly so weak they could not withstand the 
wind or bear strenuous physical activity…On the other hand, the discourse of rites 
killed people with its moral principles.  Besides venerating feudal ways, the literati 
were generally forced to the point where they had no road to travel.  Perhaps they 
would sing the praises of “renouncing the world” or “retreating from civil life,” or 
perhaps they would drink wine with courtesans until the ground darkened at 
evening.465 
 
Here was a critique of the Xiling Seal Society by a young man of the new China. Here 
was a new age in which a revolutionary fervor against old culture would lead to the 
destruction of the statue of Ding Jing and other property on the grounds of the Society 
during the Cultural Revolution.  
 Yet today, the Xiling Seal Society not only still exists, it has become more 
prominent than ever before. Initially revived in 1956 as a state financed small-business 
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465  “Yusi fengpian you Hangzhou,” in Xi hu youji xuan, edited by Cao Wenqu (Hangzhou: Zhejiang wenyi 




selling art and stationary supplies, following the end of the Cultural Revolution, the 
Xiling Seal Society was very actively developed under the auspices of the Hangzhou 
municipal government.466 In 1978, it was given the status of a National Publishing Unit. 
In 1989 it hosted a national exhibition of seal carving. In 1999, the “Xiling Seal Society” 
brand was formally recognized as a “famous trademark of Zhejiang Province.” In the 
same year, the China Seal Studies Museum was established at the Hangzhou Xiling Seal 
Society. In 2001, the institution was recognized by the government as a Key Cultural 
Relics Protection Unit. Its centennial anniversary was celebrated with a scholarly 
symposium that resulted in the in-house publication of numerous institutional histories. 
 The Xiling Seal Society figured centrally in China’s nomination of “the art of 
Chinese seal engraving” for inscription on the UNESCO Representative List of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage. China has actively sought recognition of heritage sites and 
elements from the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) since 1972, when China ratified the World Heritage Convention. To date, the 
                                                        
466 The history of the Xiling Seal Society from its “revival” in 1956 to the time of the Cultural Revolution 
merits a full study, but is outside of the scope of this epilogue. Reviving the institution was initially the idea 
of Zhang Zongxiang, the director of the Zhejiang Library. Han Deng’an, a Republican era member of the 
Xiling Seal Society, played a major role in the reinvention of the Seal Society as a state cultural and 
financial institution, and his reflections on those years have been published. It is noteworthy that the Xiling 
Seal Society was revived to function specifically as a state-funded commercial operation engaged in the 
sale of cultural commodities. One of the roles Han Deng’an played in the early PRC period was the 
building up of the Xiling Seal Society collection, partly through encouraging donations from former 
members. Considering the larger redistribution of property that occurred in this period, the politics of such 
donations is a topic of interest for future research. Also of interest is what happened to Wu Zhenping’s 
private business (in operation as late as 1950), the Xiling Seal Society Qianquan Seal Ink Distributor, after 
the government began investing in the Xiling Seal Society as a public commercial unit, a topic that is never 
mentioned in discussions of the post-49 Xiling Seal Society. All Han Deng’an had to say about the business 
is that “After liberation, the “Shanghai Xiling Seal Society” still existed, established on Guangdong Road. 
As for its later situation, I do not know [what happened to it].” See Han Deng’an, “Wo suo zhidao de 





country has forty-five “properties” inscribed on the World Heritage List.467 In 2004, 
China ratified the UNESCO Convention for Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage, which expanded the scope of the UNESCO heritage agenda to include 
“traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our 
descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive 
events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge 
and skills to produce traditional crafts.”468 The “art of Chinese seal engraving” (2009) is 
one of thirty-eight elements that China has had inscribed on the lists of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, along with such things as Kunqu Opera (2008), Chinese 
calligraphy (2009), Wooden moveable type printing (2010), and Acupuncture and 
moxibustion of traditional Chinese medicine (2010).469  
 China’s active engagement of world cultural heritage discourse is, of course, not 
simply about preservation. Nominating heritage sites and elements is an active technique 
of governance whereby the state correlates particular places and practices with an idea of 
“China” as the community in which these places and practices exist, a China that bears 
                                                        
467 “China – Properties Inscribed on World Heritage List,” UNESCO website, accessed May 14, 2014, 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/CN/ . Also listed are 48 “Properties submitted on the Tentative List.” 
See also, Tami Blumenfield, ed., Cultural Heritage Politics in China (New York: Springer, 2013).  
 
468 “What is Intangible Cultural Heritage,” UNESCO website, accessed May 14, 2014, 
http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?lg=en&pg=00002. For a positive assessment of UNESCO’s 
turn toward the safeguarding of “intangible” heritage, see Chiara Bortolotto, “From Objects to Processes: 
UNESCO’s ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage,’” Journal of Museum Ethnography 10 (March 200): 21-33. In 
many ways the Xiling Seal Society anticipated the conceptual framework behind the concept of intangible 
cultural heritage, which according to Bartolotto, “proposes a dynamic approach” to world heritage 
“focusing on proceses to be safeguarded as devices for identity and cultural production…In this 
perspective, culture is not identified with tangible expressions but with the human activity that underpins 
and allows their production” (27). The Xiling Seal Society lent itself nicely to the emerging UNESCO 
emphasis on supporting communities of practitioners and moving beyond a heritage framework 
emphasizing museum preservation.  
 
469 “Elements on the On the Lists of Intangible Cultural Heritage,” UNESCO website, accessed May 14, 
2014, http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?lg=en&pg=00311&topic=mp&cp=CN. On UNESCO’s 
approach to promoting world heritage in general, see Wiktor Stoczkowki, “UNESCO’s doctrine of human 




the primary responsibility for safeguarding national heritage and representing it to the 
world.470 It is only through the nomination of a state party that something can be 
inscribed onto a UNESCO heritage list; so becoming a recognized part of human heritage 
is predicated on the politics of national belonging. In 2009, eight of the twenty-two 
elements China had inscribed on the Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
involved Chinese minority peoples on the northern, western, and southern margins of the 
countries. These elements include Tibetan Opera, Regong arts (related to Tibetan 
Buddhism), and the Gesar epic tradition of the Tibetan, Mongolian, and Tu peoples of 
western and northern China.471 Considering that the Chinese government has been 
criticized for policies that have actively suppressed Tibetan Buddhism and culture, 
China’s ability to show its active support of the Tibetan cultural elements inscribed on the 
UNESCO list has clear advantages.472 As stated by Jiang Zemin, president of China from 
1993-2003, “China’s cultural tradition has become a strong bond for ethnic harmony and 
national unity.”473 
                                                        
470 Much of the research published on China and UNESCO has focused on the designation of world 
heritage sites and its relationship to the politics of nationalism, tourism, and local development. See the 
introduction to Tami Blumenfield ed., Cultural Heritage Politics for an overview of the relevant literature. 
See also, Tim Oakes, “Heritage as Improvement: Cultural Display and Contested Governance in Rural 
China,” Modern China 39.4 (2012): 380-407. As UNESCO’s recognition of Intangible Cultural Heritage is 
a relatively new phenomenon, it has thus far received less attention, but there is, of course, much overlap in 
the politics and strategies involved.  
 
471 Also inscribed in 2009 was the Mongolian art of singing, Khoomei, Manas (oral epic tradition of Kirgiz 
ethnic minority in Xinjiang), Hua’er (music tradition of ethnic peoples of Gansu and Qinghai, Grand song 
of the Dong ethnic group (in Guizhou), and the Farmer’s dance of China’s Korean ethnic group (in the 
northeast).  
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 A different type of national alchemy is at play in the inscription of the “art of 
Chinese seal engraving” to the UNESCO world heritage list. If elements related to local 
practices of Chinese minorities function to portray China as a horizontally unified multi-
ethnic nation, elements like seal carving, calligraphy, and acupuncture function to present 
China as a national unit vertically integrated through time, with civilizational 
characteristics that have persisted through centuries of history. In presenting seal carving 
as national heritage, the nomination materials strived to portray it as ancient and 
essentially Chinese, as opposed to something that was reinvented many times throughout 
history and took on particular importance for local groups of elites at a particular 
historical moment.  While presenting seals as originating in the ancient past, the 
nomination materials minimized the connection between seal carving and archaic text. 
Seal carving is presented as an art and as a form of “traditional craftsmanship” with the 
following “unique characteristics”: 
1. The artists use engraved characters to show the aesthetics of traditional Chinese 
culture through the harmony of positive and negative and the balance of abstract 
and concrete forms.  
2. The artists use seals to express their accumulated ideas, artistic sensibilities, 
and engraving skills in a very small space.  
3. The creation of seals is an integration of man and nature through the engraving 
process. 
4. Seals display the quality of the stone and the style of the calligraphy.474  
 
For the authors of the nomination materials, omitting any reference to seal script or 
archaic text, while emphasizing the seal’s incorporation of “the aesthetics of traditional 
Chinese culture” strategically translated a pastime related to the cultivation of elite 
identity into an art bearing civilizational characteristics.   
                                                        
474 “Nomination for inscription on the Representative List in 2009 (Reference No. 00217,” at “Art of 
Chinese Seal Engraving,” UNESCO website, accessed May 14, 2014, 




 The “Chinese seal,” with its 3,000 year history and its prestigious place within a 
national, and now a global, culture and heritage was an actively created product of the 
cultural politics of the People’s Republic of China. But a nation state cannot invent its 
artistic heritage from scratch. Insofar as the seal has proven useful to the contemporary 
Chinese state as it promotes an image of Chinese civilization and culture, this was made 
possible by the heterogeneous ways in which modern subjects in the early twentieth 
century made use of the seal and negotiated its place within an unstable arena of social 
and cultural values and modern disciplines. At a time when nationalists and cultural 
institutions of the Republican state had other preoccupations, it was the makers, 
consumers, and scholars of seals who detached these archaically carved printing blocks 
from a narrowly circumscribed place within a disintegrating elite culture so that they 
could be reinvented once again.   
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